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ABSTRACT 
 
The aim of the research was to explore what happens if adult learners are exposed to 
a method of teaching that includes cultural symbols as the major form of learning 
material. A qualitative research approach was used to conduct the study and 
observations, interviews, and a workshop intervention allowed for data collection. 
Purposive sampling was employed to select information with maximum variation to 
present a range of experiences. Data were analyzed by categorizing from which 
themes emerged. 
 
I argued that if adult learners are to acquire knowledge, and develop skills, which 
reinforce their cultural values and attitudes and will enable them to be active 
participants in everyday life situations, their learning materials should incorporate 
cultural symbols which facilitate their deep engagement and active participation.  
The main findings of this study revealed that the adult learners are enthusiastic and 
actively participate in learning when their learning materials are embedded with 
cultural symbols. 
 
The study concludes with recommendations suggesting that as adult learners learn 
for various reasons, including as a means of addressing problems, challenges or 
needs arising from their life roles, it is important that adult learners are involved in 
identifying their learning needs which ultimately inform the learning content to be 
taught.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Many attempts have been made in South Africa to offer adults, particularly those for 
whom formal schooling was unattainable, a chance to gain knowledge and skills (Land & 
Fotheringham, 1999:15-16). Through the efforts of COSATU, the African National 
Congress and the Centre for Education Policy Development, it was envisioned that adults 
could earn a living and become productive members of society by offering knowledge and 
skills through adult basic education (Land & Fotheringham, 1999:17).  With 
transformation in South Africa, policy documents provided an enabling framework for 
ABET incorporating the vision of a strong institutional infrastructure, emphasis on 
lifelong learning, the development of a broad curriculum framework, social mobilisation, 
practitioner development, professional, technical support and research and finally 
monitoring and evaluation (Land & Fotheringham, 1999: 17-18).   
  
Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) consists of eight learning areas and 4 Levels.  
My research focuses on the Adult Basic Education and Training that is organised by the 
Department of Education in a rural settlement in the Limpopo Province. In my research I 
have focused on the teaching of adult learners but I have observed that many of the ABET 
adult learners drop out of their classes and very few complete their studies. These 
observations have led me to conduct research on ABET educators’ training, experience, 
understanding and methods of teaching adult learners, also investigating how adult 
learners learn effectively.   
 
Factors that facilitate or hinder learning need thus to be taken into consideration such as 
the cultures in which people live as these shape the way they think and behave. Indigenous 
knowledge and cultural symbols as well as prior learning with differing abilities and levels 
of education, has an effect as well as adult learners’ expectations and hopes which could 
impact positively or negatively on their learning.  However, to gain an understanding of 
the context of this study I will give a background of the Makwarela ABET Centre in 
Venda and its adult learners. 
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1.2 BACKGROUND 
 
The geographic location of the Makwarela ABET Centre is in Venda, in the Thohoyandou 
area within the Sibasa circuit. This circuit is in Thulamela municipality in the Vhembe 
District of Limpopo Province. The Makwarela ABET Centre is hosted by Makwarela 
Primary School and is strategically placed at the centre of major government departments 
that feed it with adult learners. Adult learners in Literacy Level 2 class are all fluent and 
articulate speakers of the Tshivenda language. The Level 2 class adult learners are twenty-
two in number, with eighteen female and four male adult learners. The ages of the female 
adult learners rage from 40 to 55 years old while the ages of the male adult learners rage 
from 46 to 57 years old. The level of education of these adult learners varies between Sub 
B and Standard one. 
 
To gain understanding of the reasons why adult learners enrolled for the ABET courses, I 
conducted a survey.  
 
“We want to read and write our names, to interpret salary advice, to bank and withdraw 
money, to read notices of the office doors and walls, to help children with school work, 
to read the bible,  to identify prices marked on clothing and food items in supermarkets, 
to sign time register at work, to obtain a diploma in ABET, to read for pleasure, to 
preserve in written form, Venda indigenous knowledge systems and to gain promotion at 
work” (class responses to researcher).  
 
The responses that I gathered from my survey assisted me identifying the statement of the 
problem of my research study. 
 
1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
 
Adult learners at Makwarela ABET Centre explained that adult learning is necessary as 
learning as children was hindered by many things including cultural practices such as 
marriage, cattle herding and poverty. Many of the adult learners are embarrassed to talk 
about their reasons of not having had the opportunity to go to school as children, 
explaining that they were unable to attend because they had to complete domestic duties 
such as looking after the children or herding cattle. Others had to leave school prematurely 
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in order to start work and help earn a living for the family. The following statements 
reveal some of the feelings of the adult learners: 
 
“I had to herd the cattle,” says vho Gilbert, one of the senior men in the Level 2 class. 
 
“I got married at an early age,” says vho Munzhedzi, explaining that her father wanted 
her to get married so that he could get eight cattle that would support the family. 
 
 “I had to drop out in Sub B, in 1958 because my parents were very poor,” says vho 
Masindi. 
 
All the adult learners acknowledged that they were initially ashamed to attend ABET 
classes because they were afraid their friends would find out that they were illiterate. They 
explained that they later changed their attitude toward the ABET learning programmes 
because they realised that their friends were able to read and write, while others were 
promoted to responsible positions at their place of work. The feelings revealed by adult 
learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre were common to feelings expressed by adult 
learners surveyed at other centres. 
 
The call I made to the literacy programme was the hardest call I ever made in 
my life. I was so afraid my secret would come out. But I knew I had to do it 
for my daughter. My daughter had made the honor roll for the third year. I 
knew there would be things up the road that I needed to know for her 
(MacKillop, 1994:8). 
 
When we got married, I never told my wife I could not read. I always relied 
on her to read things. I would look at a document quickly, pass it to her, and 
she would explain it to me. Everyday was a life of fear, trying to get through, 
and hoping no one would ask me to read something (MacKillop, 1994:12). 
 
The two quotations referred to above, indicate the motivation for adult learners 
participating in learning activities which suggest that adult learners are persuaded to join 
literacy programmes by common factors such as a need to be able to read and write, a 
need to assist children in their school work and a need to take part in the economic 
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mainstream of the country. From the quotations above and the feelings expressed by adult 
learners at Makwarela ABET Centre, it is clear that adult learners in general are ashamed 
to reveal their illiterate status. My argument is that adult learners should be encouraged to 
reveal their illiterate status.  
 
I am of the view that adult learners do not deliberately choose to be illiterate but they are 
illiterate and remain illiterate because of the circumstances and the environment in which 
they find themselves. I argue that adult learners, irrespective of their geographic location 
or historical background, want and need skills development in order to have more control 
over their lives. I want to strengthen my argument by making a reference to an American 
adult educator. 
 
Cross (cited in Winberg, 1997:6), an adult educator in America, asked adult learners who 
had begun new learning programmes why they had enrolled for continuing education and 
they had responded in the following way: 
 
to become better informed, advance in present job, attain diploma, be a better 
person, meet educational standards, work for solutions, feel sense of 
belonging, and further spiritual development (Winberg, 1997:6). 
 
From the quotation above and the feelings expressed by adult learners at Makwarela 
ABET Centre, it is revealed that adult learners in general want to understand and take 
charge of the changes in their society. According to Wise (2004:8), adult education trends 
reflect changes in society, from the social action movements of the 1920s to the civil 
rights movement in the 1960s. Wise argues that a need for adult learners to understand 
changes in their society led to the emergence of lifelong learning in the 1960s with 
intentions to integrate adult education into wider public policy. Wise further argues that 
since then government and business have used the concept of lifelong learning to signify 
constant retraining for vocational changes rather than the original intent to value voluntary 
learning across the lifespan.  
 
Even though government and the business sector are involved in ABET, adult learners 
often encounter problems while they are engaged in ABET. By indicating barriers to adult 
learning in this study, it is hoped that ways of overcoming them and assisting adult 
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learners improve in their learning will emerge and consequently, I am going to highlight 
the situation in the centre that hinders effective learning and teaching. Makwarela ABET 
Centre is hosted by a primary school that has an enrolment of over 1 300. Learners at this 
primary school run around the schoolyard after school, and although adult learners hardly 
pay attention, they tend to become distracted as the learners make an unbearable noise 
while waiting for their transport to pick them up.  
  
Adult learners come to the centre for their classes which start at 14:00 and end at 16:00. 
These adult learners first had to report for work and finally knock off at 13:00. By the time 
they arrive at the centre, they are tired from their day’s work. However, many of them do 
not attend for the full period, leaving the class 30 minutes before knock off time in order 
to catch their bus. 
 
Poor facilities also hinder effective teaching and learning.  It is very difficult for adult 
learners to enjoy their lessons sitting on broken desks and chairs. Adult learners also 
complain about the lack of teaching and learning materials with the result that educators 
ask adult learners to copy notes from the chalkboard. When I read through the adult 
learners’ notes, I identified that the notes are full of spelling mistakes. Many of the adult 
learners do not complete copying down the notes from the chalkboard, which makes it 
extremely difficult for these adult learners to fully understand their notes. A further barrier 
to effective learning is that the adult learners experience extreme difficulty in learning how 
to read. Adult learners also complain that they have no place to study at home and cite 
alcoholism in the family as a reason. This ABET centre is also used as a pay point for the 
senior citizens which tends to be a barrier to effective learning, because on the day senior 
citizens receive their pension money, the Centre is full of the people who make a lot of 
noise. As a result of this noise, effective learning could not take place.    
 
My argument is that this study is important because the barriers that I have observed at 
Makwarela ABET Centre are generally common to other centres around Vhembe District 
of the Limpopo Province. Recommendations from my study would be of great assistance 
to a wider research community. I am of the opinion that adult learners could improve their 
learning if their teaching is through consultation with major theories in adult education. 
The theory of Freire’s critical pedagogy and that of Vygotsky’s theory of zone of proximal 
development (ZPD) are two models of adult education which, in my view, could assist 
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adult learners at Makwarela ABET Centre develop the skills and knowledge they need to 
change their situation for the better. 
 
Freire’s critical pedagogy theory makes two very important distinctions. The first is 
between ‘liberating’ and ‘domesticating’ education, and the second is between ‘banking’ 
and ‘problem-posing’ education. The Freirian model makes use of both liberating and 
problem-posing education, while rejecting its opposite, domesticating and banking 
education (Winberg, 1996:21-23). 
  
Freire rejected domesticating method because it trains people not to question things but 
encouraged adult learners to accept lives of poverty and deprivation. This method was 
used in the past in South Africa to ‘domesticate’ black people. The purpose of this method 
was to turn adult learners into workers who would be satisfied with the little they have, 
rather than people who feel they have the right to a better life. Through this method, adult 
learners were made to believe that they had no ability to change their situation. 
Domesticating education imposes the culture and needs of the dominant group in society 
(white people under the apartheid regime) on the rest of the population, forcing them into 
lives of labour and oppression (Winberg, 1996:21). I agree with Freire that this method of 
domesticating education is inappropriate to teach adult learners because adult learners 
want skills and knowledge about their own situations. Adult learners want to be 
responsible about their own lives and their own problems.  
 
Freire also rejected banking education method because this method regards adult educators 
as the only people with knowledge which they should simply ‘deposit’ into the minds of 
the students with little or no discussion. The banking education method does not allow 
adult learners to question the relevance or truthfulness of the knowledge. This method 
further encourages adult learners to be quiet and simply listen to and memorise as much of 
the work as possible if they are to pass their exams (Winberg, 1996). In my view, the 
banking education method is unsuitable for adult learners because adult learners want to 
understand what they learn. Furthermore, adult learners want to gain skills and knowledge 
that would assist them managing their lives. I therefore support Freire in rejecting the 
banking education method in the teaching and learning of adult learners. Banking 
education should be rejected because the dominant grouping in society decides what is 
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taught, and the material is designed to ‘domesticate’ adult learners into becoming workers 
for the dominant class. (Winberg, 1996:24).  
 
In contrast, the Freirian model makes use of both liberating and problem-posing methods, 
aimed at empowering adult learners by facilitating their discovery and analysis of their 
problems and how these problems can be addressed by the community. Liberating and 
problem-posing methods encourage adult learners to think deeply and speak out about 
their situation. Adult learners are encouraged to be involved in the process of recognizing 
their right to the resources they need to realise their full potential as creative, free, active 
and responsible members of the society (Winberg, 1996: 24).  
 
Unlike the banking method, Freire’s pedagogy for teaching and learning aims to liberate 
people, both in terms of their thinking and their lives. This is an active education which 
opens all participants to a process of exploring and shows them the way towards 
knowledge and ideas which they most need to know (Winberg, 1996: 25). My view is that 
adult learners need liberating education and problem-posing methods in their learning 
because the knowledge and skills that they will gain would facilitate change in their lives, 
in their community and ultimately in the entire society. 
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FIGURE 1.1 :  The impact of knowledge and skills on the individual, the community 
and society                            
 
I support that the Freirian model is suitable for adult learners because it encourages adult 
learners to draw on their own experiences, develop their own explanations through 
discussion and debate, question the reliability of knowledge and develop the confidence 
and skills to act, reflect and evaluate. The Freirian model aims to develop a strong sense 
within the adult learners that they have the ability to discover knowledge, and I therefore 
argue that it is the work of the Freirian educator to develop that ability in adult learners. 
This model is appropriate for teaching adult learners which would facilitate learning 
because when they (adult learners) come to class, they bring along issues, problems, 
situations, difficulties or questions for discussions. The Freirian model would help adult 
learners realise that all difficulties are not simply ‘an unchangeable part of life’, but a 
problem which must and can be addressed.  
  
The Freirian model encourages both educators and adult learners to participate in 
transformative education and developing critical consciousness. Freire defines 
transformative education as the process which has the power to transform the society by 
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4
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developing the ability of people to think and act for themselves, to identify their problems, 
to decide what to do to change the situation, and then to act upon those decisions 
(Winberg, 1996:28). In my view, transformative education is key to adult learning because 
when adult learners come to the ABET centre, they first identify the reasons for them 
wanting to attend the programme. For example, adult learners at Makwareka ABET 
Centre, identified that they wanted to read and write their names, to interpret salary advice, 
to help children with school work, to identify prices marked on clothing and food items in 
supermarkets and to gain promotion at work. After the adult learners have identified their 
needs, they decided to change their situation by registering for ABET classes. 
 
Once they are registered with the adult learning centre, they realised that they are able to 
make a change in their lives, for examples, all of them are now able to read and write their 
names. Transformative education leads adult learners to develop critical consciousness. 
 
Critical consciousness is the most essential aim of Freirian education. A person who has 
developed a strong sense of critical consciousness has the ability to assess a situation and 
act upon it, without being trapped in a belief that things cannot be changed. (Winberg, 
1996:29). In my view, critical consciousness is more a way of living one’s life than simply 
a skill. It is an attitude of constantly being aware of what is happening around one, and 
continually asking questions about occurrences, situations, relationships and other issues. 
My conversation with adult learners at the ABET Centre confirmed this as they kept 
asking me questions pertaining to their work situations, such as: Is it true that I will be 
promoted after passing my diploma? Can I become a supervisor or a manager one-day? 
Can I write a reading material for adult learners? The questions that these adult learners 
asked me revealed that they were not prepared to accept things at face value but have 
developed the “critical consciousness” to always look more deeply to try and understand 
the underlying causes. 
 
However, when I asked adult learners what is it that they would include if they were to 
write their own reading material, they responded as follows: We would include Tshivenda 
traditional dances, songs, various, folk-lore, riddles, proverbs, idioms, various forms of 
art and craft. Looking at the adult learners’ responses, I realized a close connection 
between their responses and values for critical pedagogy. Some of the values of critical 
pedagogy are participatory learning and context-based learning. Participatory learning is 
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an interactive and co-operative process (Winberg, 1996:27). This kind of approach 
encourages adult learners to drive their own education by finding solutions to 
problematized generative themes. Context-based learning promotes that course material 
should draw on the learner’s own particular context, understanding and language. All 
these values of critical pedagogy that I have discussed re-affirm what the adult learners at 
Makwareka ABET Centre would want to see included in their learning material. My view 
is that whenever a curriculum for adult learners is designed, it should reflect to 
occurrences, situations, relationships and other issues of adult learners’ own lives. I am of 
the view that education is an empowering force and it will need to draw on adult learners’ 
experience and develop their understanding, planning skills and ability to act and reflect. 
 
Like all educational theorists, Freire has been criticised. Many critics have argued that 
Freire’s theory does not lay out sufficiently clear methods for facilitators to follow, but 
rather leaves it up to educators to manage what happens in the classroom. What is central 
to Freire’s education is that learning should be decided by the participants in the 
classroom. Critics believe that some control over what material is being taught is needed. 
In contrast to what the critics are saying, I still maintained that Freire’s critical pedagogy 
is suitable and relevant in the teaching and learning of adult learners as is Vygotsky’s 
theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). 
 
Vygotsky’s theory of learning, known as the zone of proximal development, refers to the 
difference between the actual abilities of a learner (as defined by his or her ability to 
perform a task without any assistance) and the potential abilities which a learner has (as 
defined by his or her ability to perform a task with assistance from the facilitator or 
another learner) (Winberg: 1996:62). The ZPD covers those skills that are still developing, 
skills of which some aspects have been mastered, and others not. I am of the opinion that 
zone of proximal development is appropriate to adult learning because adult learners learn 
most effectively when assistance is offered (either by the educator or a learner) when help 
is required by the learner. Vygotsky argues that teaching and learning process involves the 
movement of skills and knowledge, from the space between two people (intermental 
plane) to a place inside the learner’s mind (intramental plane) (Winberg, 1996:63). 
 
The intermental plane refers to the space between two people; the combination of abilities 
and attributes of both people working together while the intramental plane refers to the 
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place inside our minds where knowledge and our skills are stored; these skills are 
independent of the external world and are completely developed (Winberg,1996:64). This 
theory of learning is relevant to adult learners because their process of learning involves 
the movement of skills and knowledge, from the space between two people to a place 
inside a learner’s mind. At this stage, skills are fully developed and owned by the learner. 
The purpose of adult education is to facilitate change in a dynamic society and to enhance 
personal growth of adult learners. This purpose of adult education is effectively achieved 
if the theory of zone of proximal development is practised. I am saying this because the 
ZPD theory enables a learner to transform from social-assistance to self-assistance. Social 
assistance is a situation in which actions are controlled not only by the student, but also by 
someone else, typically someone whose skill is more highly developed than the student 
(Winberg, 1996:65). 
 
When a learner has been assisted by an educator or another learner to completely develop 
a skill, he or she has transformed from social-assistance to self-assistance. Self-assistance 
is a situation in which actions of skill development is undertaken by a learner are 
completely controlled by him-or-herself, with no assistance needed from anyone else. At 
this stage in my view, a learner is said to have achieved personal growth and is in a 
position to maintain a good social order (Winberg, 1996:68). My argument is that 
Vygotsky theory of learning of ZPD is appropriate for adult learners teaching and learning 
and should therefore be applied when adult learners are taught.  
  
Vygotsky’s theory of learning is not free from criticisms. The main criticisms of 
Vygotsky’s work are around his neglect of two important aspects of learning. The first is 
that learning is a social activity. While Vygotsky does not consider the intermental plane 
to be important, he has not thought about participatory and collaborative methodologies, 
(Winberg, 1996:74). Secondly, Vygotsky does not ask questions about why an educational 
programme is introduced, who should plan it, what purposes it should serve and who 
benefits from it. To fail to ask the latter questions is to ignore one major component of 
education, which is “the purpose of learning”.  Despite the criticism levelled against Freire 
and Vygotsky, I am of the view that their theories of learning and teaching are the most 
relevant in adult education because in many ways, their theories complement each other: 
what the one has neglected, the other has concentrated on.  
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However, an important part of teaching and learning is the curriculum and the materials 
used in teaching and learning.  Thus, the ABET programme curriculum of literacy 
learning and it materials need to be taken into consideration. 
 
The curriculum for Level 2 adult learners consists of three learning areas, namely: 
Numeracy, Literacy and Life Skills. My research focused on literacy skills for adult 
learners. The educators for adult learners made use a book entitled “Ri fhata lushaka”, a 
workbook designed by SANLI for ABET Level 2. I want to provide examples of written 
exercise extracted from the workbook. The exercise is based on the picture story on page 
47. 
 
Mbudziso 1 (Question 1) 
 
Nangani maipfi o teaho afho tshidangani. (Select the relevant word from the box) 
 
1. (a) Nwana o farwa nga ____________ 
 
(b) The child is suffering from  
 
  
2. (a) Ni songo fha nwana ___________  musi a tshi tshuluwa. 
 
 
(b) Do not give a child _____________ when suffering from diarrhoea. 
 
  
3. (a) Muthu musi a si na _________ muvhili u a lovha.  
 
 
 (b) When a person has no __________ in the body he might die. 
 
 
 
 
U tshuwa 
U tshuluwa 
Diabetes 
Diarrhoea 
Mafhi 
Yogathi 
Milk 
Yorghart 
Maanda 
Madi 
Energy 
Water 
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Mbudziso 2 (Question 2) 
 
Vhumbani maipfi maswa nga maledere a re zwidangani (build new words by the letters 
that are in the box). 
 
Tsumbo: (Example)    Phindulo  
       Answer   
 
1. (a)   
 
 (b) 
 
2. (a)    
 
 (b)  
 
3. (a)  
  
 (b)  
  
The latter exercises are carefully structured by facilitators in the form of lesson 
preparations (Refer to facilitator’s lesson preparations in Appendix F and G). 
 
When I read through the workbook, “Ri fhata lushaka”, designed by SANLI for ABET 
Level 2 adult learners, I found very few cultural symbols being reflected in the book. By 
cultural symbols, I am referring to a variety of cultural background, which incorporates 
language, dance, songs, sayings, riddles, proverbs, idioms, customs, traditions, beliefs, 
religions, art, craft and clothes. 
 
My view is that adult learners have a wide knowledge and relevant experience of their 
culture, and therefore maximum achievements in their learning would be derived if 
cultural materials are incorporated into the learning activities. At the Makwareka ABET 
Centre both the adult learners and their educators are concerned about the lack of Venda 
cultural symbols in their curriculum. The adult educators at the centre explained that they 
Ni tshi Tshinoni 
b r di bird 
mu vhi mudavhi 
u n d g r ground 
re te de deretere 
tor trac tractor 
lwamadz malwadz
Ness sickness 
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feel humbled to teach adult learners who despite many family challenges are committed to 
their learning. Mrs Ratshilavhi, one of the educators, expressed her excitement when she 
realised that adult learners take full responsibility for changing their negative attitude 
towards formal education and start empowering themselves through learning. 
 
However, the educators argue that as the adult learners are fluent and articulate in 
Tshivenda, their mother tongue, a language that is rich in proverbs, idioms, figurative 
expressions and sayings, should be incorporated into the curriculum. Educators further 
maintained that they often hear adult learners using these proverbs and idioms. Adult 
learners often use the following proverbs and idioms: “Ri do ri ndi mbidi ro vhona 
mavhala”. The literal translation of the proverb is: “We will say it is a Zebra after we 
have seen its colours”. Adult learners use the proverb to describe their learning 
experience in class, which explains that they will be sure that they have made progress 
after they have achieved well and progressed to the next level. 
 
The following idiom is also used with specific reference to their learning experience:  
“I khou na i tshi tsha mvula”. The literal meaning is that, “the rain comes and goes”, but 
with reference to their learning experience it explains that, despite the fact that they are 
doing their best in their learning, very little progress is noticed. Little progress is 
influenced by the fact that adult learners fulfil multiple roles and often find that adding the 
role of a learner to their full time roles, is a burden. My view is that skills and knowledge 
derived from cultural background should be incorporated into adult learners learning 
material, as adult learners draw from their experience and inspiration from their cultural 
background. 
 
When adult learners are waiting for their educators to enter into the class, they sing, 
“Potilo”, which is a famous Venda, traditional song. This song will be explained in detail 
in (Chapter 3), when dealing with the methodology of the research design. When it is time 
to go home, adult learners often sing songs of malende dance, for example, “A ri nga tshi 
litshi tshikolo tsha vhaaluwa”, which means that “We will not give up in our learning 
until we have achieved success”. 
 
My observation of the adult learners who use traditional songs, dance and proverbs in 
order to motivate themselves in their learning reveals that their learning would benefit if 
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cultural symbols were incorporated into learning materials. I therefore argue that skills and 
knowledge, drawn from a variety of cultural background, should be incorporated into the 
learning material of adult learners. Cultural symbols such as these idioms, songs and 
proverbs play an important role in adult learning and should be incorporated when 
planning learning activities. At present very few aspects of Venda culture is included in 
the literacy learning materials with the only cultural symbol that is prevalent in their 
teaching and learning material is the language itself. The content and context of adult 
learners lack the following cultural symbols: crafts, oral literature, story telling, folklore, 
riddles and sayings. These symbols should be incorporated in adult learners’ learning 
materials as the adult learners attach great value to them and as a result, my argument 
therefore is that cultural symbols are important and should be incorporated into the 
learning material of adult learners.  
  
Mother tongue and culture are closely related because the teaching of mother 
tongue in the initial stages of adult learning is based on the assumption that 
providing some continuity of language experience facilitates the transition 
from home to mainstream formal schooling and is therefore of educational, 
intellectual and emotional benefit to adult learners  (Byram, 2000:420). 
 
My view, reinforced by Byram (2000), is that mother tongue and culture are closely 
related and should not be separated as it will enhance the learning process and 
advance the progress of the adult learner. The adult learner will thus derive 
maximum benefit from such a learning encounter as the mother tongue, rich with 
specific cultural symbols, would be used for authentic teaching interaction. 
 
Mathumba (2002:8), expressing the importance of mother tongue, quotes Pattanayak, 
(1981:49-52). 
 
It is through the vernacular that the new conceptions of the mind should pass 
their way … in speech. It is the natural language of thought of the learner 
and eminently suited for concept formation. It is best suited in achieving 
originality and expression. 
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Adult learners, therefore, would use their mother tongue to formulate concepts and 
coherently express their thoughts and expression. Teaching in the vernacular, creates an 
opportunity for adult learners to participate intelligently in the process of knowledge 
construction. When ABET learning materials and culture is incorporated into the 
curriculum, adult learners’ prior knowledge will be recognised. Recognition of prior 
knowledge is seen to have the capacity to contribute to redress equity by opening up more 
ways for adult learners to attain qualified status and enable more people to reach higher 
levels qualification and expertise by beginning with an acknowledgement of existing skills 
and knowledge (Harris & Hodges, 1995:7).  
  
Harris and Hodges (1995:3) advocate that recognition of prior learning is based on 
commonly accepted adult learning principles, for examples, learning through a variety of 
styles, methods and contexts, learning as individual and unique. What is usually 
commonly accepted adult learning principles should be embedded in one’s culture. 
Therefore, if ABET and culture are used together, education and training will become 
accessible to all and the process of lifelong learning incorporating a specific group’s 
culture would be encouraged. Lifelong learning is achieved through adult learning which 
is a cognitive process internal to the learner in a teaching-learning transaction (Merriam & 
Brockett, 1997:6). 
 
Adult learners surveyed said that they need writing skills in order to preserve valuable 
Venda indigenous knowledge systems. This knowledge could assist the next generation to 
cope with the challenges of everyday life, for example, Tshiumbe-umbe (leaves of this 
plant), a plant that cures stubborn flu. I argue therefore, that cultural symbols are very 
important and should therefore be incorporated into adult learning activities. Part of the 
experiences that adults bring to their learning class, are skills embedded in specific 
culture, customs and the environment in which they live. As a result, adult educators 
should employ various methods and styles of teaching their adult learners and my 
argument is that, if we include cultural symbols such as dance, drama, music, theatre, 
visual arts, crafts, design, written and oral literature, songs, stories, sayings and proverbs 
(Ranza & Du Plessis, 2002:67), then effective learning will take place. 
 
Given the above argument, I hold the view that adult learners will actively engage in their 
learning encounter if their cultural symbols are incorporated into what they learn. I am of 
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the opinion that cultural symbols are mainly used to inculcate educational values to 
specific cultural groups. Despite the fact that cultural symbols provide educational values 
to a particular community, adult learners still have other needs and a motivation to seek 
knowledge and skills that their culture cannot provide. It is for this reason that adult 
learners find the provision of formal adult education invaluable and in order for effective 
learning to take place, I argue that cultural symbols should be included in the learning 
materials ensuring that the ABET curriculum is very relevant to the context in which it is 
being taught. 
  
The problem to be researched in this study is stated as follows:  
 
What happens if adult learners are exposed to a method of teaching that includes 
cultural symbols as the major form of learning material? 
 
1.4 AIMS OF THE STUDY 
 
The aim of this study was to investigate how a group of adult learners perform if their 
learning is enhanced using Venda cultural symbols, by  
 
• implementing an intervention in adult learning using Venda cultural symbols and 
then 
• assessing  the  success / failures of the intervention in adult learning. 
 
1.5 RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
This study followed a qualitative research approach to elicit verbal data in the form of 
descriptive narratives such as field notes, transcriptions of audio or video recordings and 
other written settings (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998:3).  Qualitative research investigates the 
social interaction between the researcher and the participants to gain a clear understanding 
of the social life and cultural practices and in this study those of the adult learners at 
Makwareka ABET Centre in Venda.  
 
The research design employed in this study is Action Research which Hart (1998:46) 
defines as: 
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A system where a researcher helps a group to help themselves and to 
empower the respondents to research themselves and their situation and on 
this basis, take responsibility for their own situation. 
 
Action Research is appropriate for this study because my aim is to familiarise myself with 
the experience of adult learners at Makwareka ABET Centre with the view to suggesting 
possible improvements, changes and adoption of relevant strategies that may enhance the 
performance of adult learners in their learning. 
 
Vos (2002:408) adds a further dimension by defining Action Research as a process where 
people involved in the situation that is being studied are enabled (in partnership with 
researcher and other role-players) to become actively involved in collective efforts to 
address and solve their social problems. In this way the research respondents’ existing 
knowledge and cognitive social and behavioural skills are increased. The researcher thus 
helps the respondents improve their quality of life and social functioning, optimally using 
their resources and making sure that self-reliance  amongst  themselves is created. 
 
A workshop intervention using cultural signs and symbols as a major form of learning 
material was put in place. This workshop was organized and conducted with Noria 
Mabasa, a Venda cultural icon as an invited facilitator.  Noria Mabasa’s sculptures include 
portraits, political figures and large sculptures with intertwined figures which were 
inspired by dreams. She has become a major figure on the South African art scene and her 
works have been acquired by several National Galleries (online). The workshop, attended 
by Level 2 adult learners and two of their educators, examined the role that language and 
culture, mother tongue instruction, and the arts and crafts play when adult learners are 
learning. 
 
Individual interviews with adult learners and educators before and after the workshop 
were conducted. The interview was seen as a means of “accessing various stories or 
narratives through which people describe the world” (Silverman, 2000:12) to gain an 
understanding of and an insight into the participants’ experiences via their words and 
actions.  
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My research is positioned in the theory of language and culture, mother tongue instruction, 
and the arts and crafts debate. This debate will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2, and I 
will show how my study adds to the debate. The role that the above mentioned concepts 
play in adult learning would be examined through the literature review in Chapter 2. 
 
1.6 THE RESEARCH PROGRAMME 
 
Chapter 1 gives the background to the study, outlines the statement of the problem, 
formulates a research question, defines aim, and describes design and programme for the 
study. 
 
Chapter 2 reviews the literature that describes the essential characteristics of language and 
culture. It further examines the role that language, culture, arts and crafts can play in the 
teaching of adults. 
  
Chapter 3 describes the research design of the study through the Action Research 
technique. 
 
Chapter 4 contains an analysis of data collected. Findings arising out of the theoretical and 
literature reviewed will be discussed. 
 
In this chapter, Chapter 5, the overview of the study, conclusion, deficiencies in the 
research and recommendations for further research will be done. 
 
1.7 SUMMARY 
 
This chapter was used to sketch the background of the study. It was established that there 
was a need for incorporating cultural symbols in the designing of ABET curriculum. One 
of the main principles of adult education is the recognition of experiences that an adult 
learner brings to the learning situation. The formulation of the problems statement 
facilitated the identification of the research question: What happens if adult learners are 
exposed to a method of teaching that includes cultural symbols as the major form of 
learning material?  The aim of the study, to investigate the consequence of adult learners 
being exposed to a method of teaching that includes cultural symbols as the major form of 
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learning material by  implementing an intervention in adult learning using Venda cultural 
symbols and then assessing the success/failures of the intervention in adult learning, was 
also formulated. Finally, the research design was discussed and study programme outlined. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION  
 
This chapter reviews the literature with an aim to identify the consequences if adult 
learners are exposed to a method of teaching that includes cultural symbols as the major 
form of learning material. Literature will be reviewed to find out more about adult literacy, 
methods of teaching adults, and types of cultural symbols. 
 
The term adult basic education can be equated with broader definitions of literacy and a 
vision of literacy within a larger educational process. This broader vision of adult basic 
education challenged traditional literacy approaches which focused more narrowly on 
basic teaching and writing skills or on literacy for survival, conformist or functional 
purposes (Winberg, 1997:41). In South Africa, a broader education will include general 
knowledge, basic concepts across a range of subject areas and cognitive and learning 
skills. Thus literacy is seen as an essential foundation for the huge number of people who 
have not received an adequate formal education. General education will enable adult 
learners to participate more fully in their own situations, their own lives, and their own 
problems. Such knowledge can facilitate change in individual lives, in the community and 
ultimately in the entire society (Winberg, 1996:25). 
 
Included in the new curriculum for Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) in 1997, 
was outcomes of all learning programmes as determined by the South African 
Qualifications Authority (SAQA). The outcomes for ABET include problem solving 
skills, skills for team work, collecting, organising and evaluating information. The rapid 
shifts and developments in ABET in the 1990s has had important implications for the 
ways in which literacy projects have constructed themselves. In light of the political, 
economic and social changes of ABET skills, a definition of literacy has had to be 
reconstructed. 
 
According to Comings, (2002:85) literacy is defined as the ability to read and understand 
written text. This definition is roughly doubled in complexity when written expression is 
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added to the way in which literacy is viewed. The definition of literacy identifies three 
dimensions that appear to be important for adult literacy: context, practice and ability. 
Comings argues that there is no single, fixed view of literacy; for example, writing is a 
form of literacy that is virtually inseparable from reading, numeracy, or the ability to read, 
write, and manipulate numbers. More than thirty–five types of literacy are listed in the 
International Reading Association’s Literacy Dictionary (Harris & Hodges, 1995:141). 
Some of these are more directly related to reading and writing, such as family literacy and 
adult literacy, while many others are more expansive such as computer literacy, cultural 
literacy, and media literacy, to name just a few. 
 
What exactly is literacy? How can it be measured? Literacy has been defined differently 
over time, according to different groups, cultures and agendas (Winberg, 1997:16). 
According to Winberg, (1997:17) literacy is not just the process of learning the skills of 
reading, writing and arithmetic, but a contribution to the liberation of people so that they 
are able to fulfil their full potential. Thus conceived, literacy creates the conditions for the 
acquisition of a critical consciousness about the contradictions and aims of society in 
which a specific group live. Winberg (1997) argues that a person is functionally literate 
when he has acquired the knowledge and skills in reading and writing which enable him to 
engage effectively in all those activities in which literacy is normally assumed in his 
culture or group.  
 
Street (cited in Winberg, 1997:60), argues that literacy practices are rooted in power 
relationships with social and cultural attributes. Street also believes that it is more accurate 
to talk of literacies rather than literacy. He argues that a person may be highly literate in 
one literacy context, but illiterate in another. I agree with this view because I know for a 
fact that I am regarded as a specialist in the Revised National Curriculum Statement (new 
curriculum for Grade R-9 in the republic of South Africa), but I am illiterate when it 
comes to filling in my income tax form. So what exactly is adult literacy? 
 
For the purpose of this research, adult literacy is the possession of skills perceived as 
necessary by particular people and groups to fulfil their own self-determined objectives as 
family and community members, citizens, consumers, job-holders, and members of social, 
religious or other associations of their choosing (Winberg, 1997:97). The latter definition 
of adult literacy is suitable  for my research because it includes adult learners’ ability to 
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read and write adequately to satisfy the requirements they set for themselves as being 
important for their own lives and finally, it includes adult learners’ ability to deal 
positively with demands made on them by society and the ability to solve the problems 
they face in their daily lives when adult learners are engaged in a teaching and learning 
situation, they need specific methods for their acquisition of knowledge and skills. 
 
 
  FIGURE 2.1:  The Learning Cycle    (adapted from Winberg, 1997:30) 
 
There are many methods of teaching adult learners including the following: the personal-
growth approach, the social-action approach, the training approach, the communication 
approach, emancipatory learning and self-directed learning (Winberg, 1997:27). These 
methods could be well explained in the following learning circle discussed below. 
  
 
The starting point of teaching an adult learner is from his/her experiences. Learning that is 
acquired through a learner’s experience will encourage him/her to choose the goals, to 
discover the learning resources, to ask questions, which will decide the methods of 
learning and finally lead to his/her personal growth. The personal growth approach is also 
called the humanistic approach (Winberg, 1997:29). This is a group of teaching methods 
in which learning is seen as the development of the person. In this approach, the learner 
learns best because he/she fully participates in the learning process. 
 
EXPERIENCE 
ACTION REFLECTION
THEORY 
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Adult learners learn by reflection and discuss their experiences and see how their 
experiences relate to the experience of other people. This approach is called social-action 
or radical approach (Winberg, 1997:32). As educators teach adult learners, they should 
also look at other sets of ideas that can help them to understand experiences better. This is 
also called the behaviourist approach in which learning is seen as the gaining of new 
behaviours (Winberg, 1997:34). An adult educator’s most important task is to arrange the 
learning environment in such a way that it will produce the new desired behaviour in the 
learner.  Finally, the learning circle is completed when a learner takes action about what to 
do in his learning. Action is in itself a new experience that a learner uses to gain more 
knowledge. This is called the communication or cognitive approach in which learning is 
seen as the gaining of knowledge (Winberg, 1997). In this approach, the adult learner 
becomes self-directed in his learning.   
 
According to Collins (1998:115), self-directed learning has become the centrepiece of 
main stream adult education. This learning can be operationalized within an institutional 
setting of adult learners by means of a formal learning contract drawn up between the 
educator as facilitators and adult learners as clients and which specifies beforehand the 
nature, amount, and quality of the learning to be undertaken. My argument is that if 
cultural symbols such as dance, music, theatre, visual arts, songs, stories, sayings, riddles 
and proverbs (Ranza & Du Plessis, 2002:67), are incorporated into the ABET curriculum , 
then learning will improve. 
 
In this chapter, I will review literature related to the field of Action Research and adult 
education because adult learners are not completely unique and can benefit from the 
current theories on adult learning. According to Merriam and Brockett (1997:162), writers 
from several nations have called for the adoption of the worldwide vision of adult 
education (Cassara, 1995 Cookson, 1994, Cunningham, 1991 Draper, 1992, Duke, 1994 
(b), Gelpi, 1985). These writers argue that such a worldview would emphasize the 
“commonalties between all aspects of adult learning, regardless of where it takes place or 
what is being learned”. They maintain that the worldview of adult education would 
maximize the potential sharing and transferability of experiences. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
25
My opinion is that a worldview vision would also allow adult learners to accommodate the 
many forms of and the diversity of adult education which will help focus on both the study 
and practice of adult education. Finally, such a practice would generate more employment 
opportunities for trained adult learners. Several factors have led to the development of 
adult education across national boundaries (Wise, 2004:42). Some of the factors that 
compelled a change in approach to adult learning were religion, social or political 
revolution, new economic need arising from changes in technology, in agriculture and in 
industry as well as pressures and opportunities arising from transformations in class, 
occupation and place of residence. A particular factor relating to Level 2 adult learners at 
the Makwarela ABET Centre is that they joined the adult learning centre because of the 
pressures of their new occupation. 
 
While these influencing factors are universal, a particular country’s response to the 
development of adult education may be unique due to specific conditions and 
circumstances influenced by historical and cultural backgrounds (Merriam and Brockett 
1997:165). I therefore argue that the historical and cultural background of adult learners at 
the Makwarela ABET Centre will require that their curriculum, as enshrined in the 
constitution of South Africa, should reflect mother tongue instruction, language and 
culture, language and its value and arts and crafts “emphasizing that any effort aimed at 
culturally meaningful education needs to work with the adult learners’ and teachers’ 
contexts” (Modiba, 2003:50). I intend to extract quotations from literature to provide 
evidence and sometimes suggest alternative ways of designing a curriculum for adult 
learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre as “it is a general belief that only when education 
employs a pupil’s culture as scaffolding for further development can it be reviewed as 
relevant to their lives (Modiba, 2003:51). From the literature reviewed, four themes have 
been identified for discussion, namely: mother tongue instruction, language and culture, 
language and its value, and arts and crafts. 
 
2.2  MOTHER TONGUE INSTRUCTION 
 
Byram (2004:418) argues that the impetus for introducing mother tongue teaching come 
from sources as diverse as politicians, parents and educators. Support for the introduction 
of mother tongue teaching is based on the assumption that language experience facilitates 
the transition from home to mainstream schooling. Byram argues further that research 
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evidence does not necessary support this motive. Rather research suggests that the 
different register of language used in the home and in the classroom, and the rules that 
govern interaction and social behaviour in schools, also present difficulties for some 
monolingual adult learners. 
 
I am aware that there are varied and complex views on the mother tongue instruction 
debate. However, I agree with Byram (2002:421) who maintains that mother tongue 
instruction should be encouraged in the belief that this would raise adult learners’ self-
esteem and nurture a positive sense of identify, and thereby improve success in their 
learning. Byram argues that the provisioning of mother tongue instruction should reflect 
social factors and experiences of the society it serves. 
 
Based on these facts, I argue that adult learners at the Makwareka ABET Centre should be 
taught to read and write Tshivenda language with the inclusion of cultural symbols in their 
learning activities. My argument is that improvement of learner proficiency in mother 
tongue will improve their success in other subjects. To support this argument, Pederson 
(1997:70) maintains that “having a strong foundation in the native language makes 
learning a second language both easier and faster”. 
 
If adult learners have a strong foundation of their native or mother tongue language, they 
would have acquired and developed vocabulary and concepts which would make learning 
a second language both easier and faster. Furthermore, native or mother tongue language 
will help adult learners to be creative and critical in their teaching and learning interaction.  
A similar view is held by MacDonald (1991:29-30) who argues that “a thorough first 
language course gets adult learners off to a good start in education because the language 
provides a bridge between the learner’s home and the demands to the new environment of 
the school”. 
 
First language thus provides a bridge between the learner’s home and the demands of the 
new environment of the school because it is the learner’s first language that heightens the 
self-esteem and positive attitude required in learning. The view of the two scholars quoted 
above, provide evidence that mother tongue is essential in the teaching and learning of 
adult learners in general and adult learners in particular. Danesi (1988:452) states that 
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those who did not acquire adequate skills in mother tongue will experience learning 
difficulties 
 
All the adult learners at the Makwarela, ABET Centre are elderly people who have 
acquired skills in Tshivenda, their mother tongue, but the problem arises when all learning 
materials in their centre, with the exception of literacy, are written in English, which tends 
to be a foreign language for the adult learners.  This is why the adult learners experience 
learning difficulties.  Danesi’s view confirms the fact that neglecting the continued 
development of the learner’s mother tongue could lead to a lack of a foundational 
development in thinking skills which will impact on their ability to acquire and use other 
languages. In a teaching and learning transaction, an educator aims at assisting adult 
learners acquire knowledge, values and skills that will equip them to cope with the harsh 
realities of life. Such a learning encounter is facilitated through language. Webb 
(1998:133-134) states that education should: 
 
excite the sense of adventure and exploration of the students to enable 
them to create, invent and discover meaningful education development 
and practice, this sense of activity only occurs in the language which the 
learner knows. 
 
Both educators and adult learners’ critical and creative thinking will be enhanced if they 
teach and learn through their first language. Mother tongue is the language which a learner 
knows best and consequently the use of that language of teaching and learning is 
important for both cognitive and affective educational development. Teaching in mother 
tongue will create a meaningful association of the language, as an educator can not 
effectively impart knowledge to adult learners, if he uses the language which he does not 
know well. Brumfit (1995:170-173) maintains that language: 
 
serves as a means of interaction and it shapes learner’s understanding and 
develops their cognition. Adult learners talk and share ideas using 
language which is a means of communication, social interaction and 
cognitive and affective growth. 
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Adult learners irrespective of their age, use language to think and to construct meaning in 
their everyday life. Adult learners talk and share ideas through language. Brumfit (1995) 
refers to language in general, whilst my research study focuses on the use of mother 
tongue in the development of ABET learning material. 
 
From the literature referred to above, it is evident that mother tongue is important in the 
educational development of the adult learners. Linguistic issues cannot be divorced from 
cultural issues because language policies in education are formulated in the context of 
specific cultures. Therefore I feel that to discuss mother tongue instruction without 
reference to this interconnectedness between culture and language would be an incomplete 
analysis of mother tongue instruction. As a result, the next item to be discussed will be the 
relationship between language and culture. 
 
2.3  LANGUAGE AND CULTURE. 
 
Cultural awareness is a concept that includes the language and culture of a target 
community (Byram, 2000:159). An important dimension of cultural awareness is the 
concept of reflexivity, which is the idea that experience of the practices or system of 
meaning of other cultures is of significance for the individual’s cultural understanding of 
self and their identity (Byram, 2000:160). However, clarity about why cultural awareness 
is connected with mother tongue teaching needs to be given. 
 
The fact that cultural awareness has acquired a relatively major significance in language 
teaching is related to its being linked with a wish for a broad and more explicit focus on 
ordinary language teaching’s cultural content at all levels, including beginner level. In my 
view, cultural awareness is relevant in the teaching and learning of adult learners at the 
Makwarela ABET Centre because of its emphasis on both cultural insight and attitude and 
the development of identify. 
 
Kramsch (2000:3) maintains that there is a relationship between language and culture, by 
writing that: 
 
Language is a system of signs that is seen as having itself a cultural value. 
Speakers identify themselves and others through their use of language, they 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
29
view their language as a symbol of their social identity. The prohibition of 
its use is often perceived by its speakers as a rejection of their social group 
and their culture. 
 
Members of a community express their knowledge, values, attitudes, skills and 
experiences through language. Through all its verbal and non-verbal aspects, language 
expresses cultural reality of a particular social group. Kramsch (2000:4) maintains that 
people identify themselves and others through their use of language. He further argues that 
people view their language as a symbol of cultural reality. My viewpoint is that when a 
social group interact with one another, language is used to share their cultural heritage. 
Thus one can say that language symbolizes cultural reality. 
 
Kramsch (2000:5) argues that the prohibition of language use by a social group is often 
perceived by its speakers as a rejection of their identity and culture. Therefore it is 
important to incorporate Venda culture in the designing of ABET learning programme at 
the Makwareka ABET Centre. If adult learners are taught in their mother tongue, they will 
be creative and critical when they share learning experiences with their educators. 
 
Kramsch (2000:06) indicates the link between language and culture by stating: 
 
The screws that language and culture impose on nature, correspond to 
various forms of socialization [such as] etiquette, expression of politeness, 
social dos and don’ts shape people’s behaviour through learner rearing, 
behavioural upbringing, schooling and professional training. Culture both 
liberates people from oblivion, anonymity, and the randomness of nature, 
and constrains them by imposing on them a structure and principles of 
selection. 
 
According to Kramsch (2000:8), the use of written language is also shaped and socialized 
through culture. Culture liberates adult learners by investing in the randomness of nature 
with meaning, order and rationality. Culture also guards against unmanageable situations 
within social groups. It constrains by imposing a structure on nature and by limiting the 
range of possible meanings created by the individual. People thus of the same social group 
acquire common ways of viewing the world through their interactions with other members 
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of the same group. The link between culture and language is reflected too in the way 
members of the same group use language; for example, what they choose to say and not to 
say and how they say it. A social group’s cultural reality is reflected through language in 
common attitudes, beliefs, values and skills (Kramsch, 2000:9).  The reason for 
incorporating language and culture into what the people learn is that those people will 
improve their learning. The purpose of teaching and learning should be to assist both 
educators and adult learners to interact in order to face the challenges of everyday life. 
This explanation offers different ways of looking at culture and its relationship to 
language.  
 
It is thought that language plays a vital role in the thought processes of members of a 
specific social group by shaping their world views and mental activities. I therefore 
support the theory of linguistic relativity (Kramsch, 2000:10) which advocates that 
languages do affect the thought processes of their users. Different people speak differently 
because they think differently, and they think differently because their language offers 
different ways of expressing the world around them because their culture and language 
offer them unique ways of interacting with the world around them. I have referred to the 
above-mentioned views as evidence to support my claim that adult learners at the 
Makwarela ABET Centre will be creative, original and critical in their leaning if Venda 
culture and language is incorporated into their learning programme.  
 
The more traditional view of culture is evident in the research that views culture as 
curricular content in which language and culture are seen as complementary but separate 
entities. For example, Lange (1999:116) maintains that “culture should be the core of 
assessment, curriculum, and instructional practice with language. Culture is the driving 
force in process and the content of language learning”. 
 
As I see the teaching and learning process essentially being about people communicating 
effectively and understanding each other through the use of language by either speaking or 
writing, any form of communication needs the people involved to understand the linguistic 
signs or codes that are used. Therefore, I argue that adult learners will participate more 
actively in their learning if their native language and cultural symbols are at the core of 
curriculum and instructional practice.  
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It is through a native or mother tongue language that a learner can create, invent and 
discover new meanings of what he/she learns.  Webb (1998:140) states: “First language 
(native, home language, mother tongue) is essential for educational development” which 
supports the use of the native language in learning. His belief is that creativity and 
invention will only occur maximally through the use of the learner’s native language. In 
an extensive review of the literature on culture learning in language education, Lange and 
Paige focussed on various aspects of culture learning, which they define as: 
 
 the process of acquiring the culture-specific and culture-general knowledge, 
skills and attitudes required for effective communication and interaction 
with individuals from other cultures. It is a dynamic, developmental, and 
ongoing process which engages the adult learners cognitively, 
behaviourally and effectively (2003: 50). 
 
To this end, they reviewed relevant research and theory on the setting of culture learning, 
teacher variables, learner variables, instructional methods, curricular materials, and 
measurement and assessment. With respect to teacher variables in culture learning, they 
admitted that the field knows “even less about the knowledge and beliefs that inform the 
teachers’ instructional decisions, particularly with respect to culture instruction (Webb 
1998: 142). Yet their extensive review makes it clear that teachers do not rank culture 
learning high on their priority list. Teachers may avoid teaching culture (Hadley, 2001:23) 
and include a lack of time in a crowded curriculum and a general avoidance of dealing 
with student attitude as possible reasons. In fact, according to Byram, Esarte-Sarries, 
Taylor and Allat (cited in Lange & Paige, 2003), most teachers view the use of culture as a 
way to liven up and contextualise language learning. 
 
I do not agree with the reasons provided by Hadley (2001) that there is lack of time in a 
crowded curriculum and avoidance of dealing with student attitude. The main cause of 
crowded curriculum is due to poor planning by curriculum designers. I do not see how an 
educator can succeed in avoiding students or adult learners’ attitudes in teaching and 
learning because adult learners will voice their thinking and feelings about what they 
learn. I am of the opinion that teachers do not rank culture learning high on their priority 
list because they feel incompetent to incorporate culture in the same principled way they 
teach grammar and vocabulary. 
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Kramsch, Cain, and Murphy-Lejune (1996:99) suggest that language teachers are trained 
to teach language, not culture, arguing that teachers feel ill-prepared to teach culture. In 
their conclusion, they maintained that this problem may be exacerbated for non-native 
teachers if they do not know enough about or have much experience with the target culture 
in the first place. 
 
In this section, I have argued for and against language and culture as curricular content.  
From the literature reviewed, it is evident that there is a need to incorporate language and 
culture into the ABET curriculum of a specific community in order to facilitate learning 
and one aspect of language and culture of any given group or community is story telling. 
 
Markkanen and Schroder, (1997:506) define storytelling as follows: 
 
Storytelling is a universal experience, encompassing that which is oral and 
written. It is part of people’s daily lives and provides a natural environment 
for teaching language and literacy. Originally, storytelling was an oral 
tradition and the means for elders to pass down a culture’s values to their 
young.  Families for generations have told stories to entertain, express 
hopes and fears, instil values and pass on family traditions. 
 
Storytelling is valued not only for its family traditions but for its benefit on a adult 
learners’ development literacy and a natural link between home and school environment. 
My assumption is that if storytelling is incorporated into the ABET Curriculum, it will 
enrich the existing curriculum with aesthetic principles.  Aesthetic knowing is a synthesis 
of cognitive, affective, intellectual, and emotive skills (Scala & Schroder, 1997:508). The 
above mentioned skills should form a foundation for adult learners in their teaching and 
learning encounters. Storytelling is a technique that assists adult learners in developing 
language skills, gaining confidence and learning how to think inventively. I am of the 
view that adult learners will gain in confidence and think inventively if they are taught in 
their mother tongue and encouraged to tell their own stories. 
 
Seeing that language and culture are important to the educational development of adult 
learners, more emphasis will be placed on language and its value in the ensuring section. 
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2.4 LANGUAGE AND ITS VALUE. 
 
People communicate effectively and understand each other through the use of language by 
either speaking or writing. I want to approach language awareness and its value by 
referring to cultural identity and language diversity.  Nicholas states that: 
 
The languages and dialects used by pluri-lingual students and their 
communities are a part of their heritage and history. Education which 
ignores the students’ languages other than English thus denies part of their 
identity. This also relates to issues of self esteem in the individual pupil, or 
learner-centredness learner who can maintain links between the culture of 
the home and that of the school will be more secure and better motivated 
(1994: 16). 
 
The light shed by the above scholar led to a realization that multilingualism is the ability 
to use more than two different languages. These languages are used effectively during 
interaction with other people who speak different languages. Nicholas argues that these 
students are able to use multilingualism because it is part of their heritage and history. 
This idea is ironically related to my research because all the adult learners where my study 
is based speak same language and share same Venda culture. The culture they share is part 
of their heritage and history.  However, learning materials used at the Makwarela ABET 
Centre except in literacy level 1, are written in English while the educators’ medium of 
instruction is also English.  
 
Adult educators should be aware of the difficulties adult learners have in acquiring and 
using a foreign language. The majority of adult learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre 
are elderly people whose proficiency in English is non-existent, which is the reason for 
undertaking this study to highlight the value of the use of the mother tongue in teaching 
and learning at ABET centres. This reinforces Nicholas (1994) who states that education 
which ignores the student’s language other than English denies part of their identity. My 
viewpoint is that adult learners, who maintain links between the culture of the home and 
that of the school, will be more secure and highly motivated in their teaching and learning 
encounter. 
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Nicholas advances his argument by saying that the presence of a range of different 
languages used by adult learners and the community should be seen as something to be 
celebrated and used in positive ways.  Educators need to employ instructional strategies 
and techniques that work effectively with adult learners from diverse linguistic and 
cultural background and in different situations (Mathumba, 2002:11). Adult learners in 
ABET centres who cannot understand English, should have some concepts and phrases to 
them in their mother tongue and strategies that could help adult learners in ABET 
classroom discourse are contextualization cues, borrowing and interpretation and 
translation. In the next section, I would like to argue that contextualisation cues are a 
strategy which is appropriate in enhancing adult learners’ participation in their learning 
activities. 
 
2.4.1 Contextualization cues 
 
Kramsch (2000:27) maintains that contextualization cues mean that the words people 
exchange in verbal encounters are linked in a myriad of ways to the situational and 
cultural context in which they occur. For example, “kha ri fhumule, hu na makole.”  The 
literal translation of the Tshivenda “saying” will be: “Let us keep quiet, there are heavy 
clouds.” The Venda cultural context of the saying would mean that the conservation 
should be stopped or be switched to something else because there is a person who should 
not hear the conversation. However, the literal meaning of the saying will mean that the 
conversation should be stopped because it might rain. The question is: what makes the 
contextualization cues strategy relevant to my research question? 
 
It is relevant in the sense that an educator should explain concepts or phrases in the first 
language of the adult learners. As the adult learners tend to not understand English, 
strange concepts and phrases should be explained in their mother tongue. My claim is that 
through the use of contextualization cues, speakers and hearers can convey to each other 
what their expectations are with respect to the communication they are engaged in. I 
therefore agree with Kramsch (2000:44) who argues that it is by sharing frames of 
interpretation that people know that they share the same culture.  
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Another strategy that has relevancy to contextualization cues is interpretation and 
translation which are two important variables that adult learners rely on while using a 
language. These two concepts are closely linked to the language and culture of a specific 
community. The argument here is that a person who does not understand a particular 
language and its culture would struggle to understand both interpretation and translation 
based on a specific cultural context. A further aspect to consider is the impact of 
interpretation and translation in the teaching and learning of an adult learner. 
 
2.4.2 Interpretation and translation 
 
Interpretation and translation call for language processing in a medium of instruction 
language that has to be transformed into an output in a target language, while the content 
of the message is kept intact (Harmers, 2000:243). Interpretation is the expression of the 
meaning of a text in a different language. Translation is the act of reproducing, in a written 
form, the meaning of a word or speech. Although both interpretation and translation 
require decoding of a message in one language and encoding that message in another 
language, they differ in the sense that interpretation involves speaking while translation 
involves writing.  
 
In the context of my study, interpretation is a more suitable strategy than translation as 
adult learners would prefer being told what the word means, rather than read information 
from a translated piece. Adult educators could interpret what they are teaching or may ask 
some adult learners in class to translate the contents of what they are learning from their 
peer group. Adult learners could thus develop positive self-esteem in their class during 
teaching and learning using this strategy. 
 
2.4.3 Borrowing 
 
A dictionary of linguistics and phonetics refers to borrowing as the introduction of new 
words from one language into another to accommodate new concepts brought about by 
acculturation and technicalization (Crystal, 1991:41). One reason for borrowing is the 
need to fill the gap created because a specific concept was non-existent in the receptor 
language e.g. khomphutha (Computer) in Tshivenda for “Computer.” There are three 
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types of borrowing that can be used in an adult learners’ class, namely: coinage, 
adaptation and adoption  
(Mathumba, 2002:13). 
 
Coinage entails combining native words of the receptor language to accommodate the 
new concepts, e.g. u rema ha thoho (head-ache) and Sibadela (hospital). Adaptation is 
where the borrowed word is adapted into the sound system as well as orthographic and 
spelling rules of the receptor language, e.g. in Tshivenda we identify the following 
examples, dokotela (doctor), khemisini (chemist) and selulafounu (cellularphone).  
Adoption is an act where the new word is taken over completely as it is from the donor 
language to designate those concepts in the receptor language e.g. in Tshivenda gireidi 
(grade) and thaila (tyre). 
 
Borrowing as a strategy to facilitate effective communication is unavoidable because of 
the development life and the increasing modernisation of our culture. Even if adult 
educators wish to avoid using this strategy, they will not succeed because members of the 
community are submerged by economic, social and politically globalization terminologies 
such as inflation, AIDS and democracy (Mathumba, 2002:14). However, educators should 
work closely with language authority organizations and other stakeholders to ensure 
acceptance of the terminology developed in this context, so that the language continues to 
serve as a bridge between the home setting and the school milieu. If this strategy were to 
be well investigated, it could be an advantage to improving understanding of the pedagogy 
of teaching adult learners which will impact on the performance of adult learners at ABET 
centres. The type of borrowing that is most suitable to adult learners is that of adaption, 
because adult learners usually use it when they learn. Adult learners adapt foreign words 
to suit their Venda culture to foster meaningful understanding. Borrowing as a teaching 
and learning strategy for adult learners is important and should be encouraged because it 
brings different cultures together. 
 
Cultural identity, referred to previously should be utilised when teaching adult learners 
and in the next section, the relevancy of the use of African arts and crafts in the ABET 
Curriculum will be discussed.  
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2.5   ARTS AND CRAFTS 
 
If educators hope to develop a purposeful and connected curriculum, the use of African 
arts and crafts should be incorporated into the curriculum of an African learner. To 
advance my argument, Beane (1995:75) explains that: 
 
Culture can serve as a framework for rethinking some of our curricular 
confusion and ambivalence. It can be the whole that unifies and connects 
the content of the curriculum. It can aid us in moving away from the 
socially constructed boundaries of current curriculum. As culture moves to 
the foreground, the boundaries between the schools, the lives of the adult 
learners and larger society become blurred; knowledge and skills come 
together, and cognitive, affective, and psychomotor development are 
viewed as inseparable parts of the whole person. 
 
It is evident that a curriculum organized around culture is based on two underlying beliefs. 
Firstly, adult learners need to see themselves and others in the curriculum. Secondly, the 
identity of the adult learners is inseparable from the curriculum of schools and from 
cultural contexts. My observation is that because the present ABET curriculum does not 
incorporate African arts and crafts, the ABET curriculum cannot help adult learners to 
move away from socially constructed boundaries of the current curriculum. My claim is 
that if African arts and artefacts, knowledge and skills are incorporated into the ABET 
Curriculum, cognitive, affective and psychomotor domain of adult learners will be 
developed.  
 
According to Ranza and du Plessis (2002:67), arts refer to all forms and traditions of 
dance, drama, music, theatre, visual arts, crafts, design, written and oral literature, all of 
which serve as a means for individual and collective creativity and expression through 
performance, executions, presentation, exhibition, transmission and study. And in 
addition, artefact means anything made by human workmanship, or the manipulation or 
change to any natural structure through human enterprise including indigenous knowledge 
systems. 
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Indigenous knowledge is local knowledge, generated and transmitted over time by those 
who reside in a particular locality to cope with their agro-ecological and socio-cultural 
environments (Ranza & du Plessis, 2002:70). Indigenous knowledge is generated and 
transmitted over time from the experiences of a particular social group. It is passed on 
from generation to generation. Its value transcends the culture in which it is developed 
because scientists and educational planners can make use of it. According to Ranza and du 
Plessis (2002), indigenous knowledge is extremely useful in solving complex problems of 
health, agriculture, education and the environment, both in developed and developing 
countries. 
 
It is in the light of the above information that I am convinced that ABET adult learners 
will benefit if indigenous knowledge systems are incorporated into their curriculum 
because it is part of their Venda culture. In my intervention, I plan to include African arts 
and crafts in the ABET curriculum, such as storytelling, dance, music, pottery, weaving, 
beadwork and woodcarving. Because my research is based in a rural settlement where the 
above mentioned crafts are readily available and practised, I will briefly discuss how each 
element is relevant to the development of the ABET curriculum. 
 
2.5.1 Dance  
 
I will confine my discussion of dance to Venda traditional dances because my research 
study focuses on Venda Cultural Symbols. There are many dances in Venda Culture, 
however I have chosen Tshigombela and Tshikona dances because of their uniqueness. 
 
2.5.1.1 Tshigombela 
Tshigombela is a dance specifically reserved for girls and women. In this dance, 
participants wear waistcoats, towels, bead-skirts and leg-rattles. The instruments that the 
dancers use are the Ngoma (main drum) and the Mirumba (two tenor and alto drums). 
Blacking (1967:25) defines tshigombela as follows: 
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Tshigombela is danced in late autumn, when weeding is finished and the 
first maize cobs are available. It is usually dropped for a few weeks during 
the harvest season and sometimes resumed during the following period of 
rest. 
 
Tshigombela has both a Social and Cultural value to Venda girls and women, as it is 
through this dance that girls are taught the culture’s values and family traditions. Married 
women are also taught skills of problem solving through this dance. The dance provides 
women with ways to construct meaning and verbalize experiences.  Through the 
Tshigombela dance, adult learners express their hopes and fears of their learning 
experiences. 
 
2.5.1.2 Tshikona 
Tshikona is a male dominated dance. It is regarded as a Venda national dance which is 
performed on all important occasions, such as the installation of a new ruler, the 
commemoration of a ruler’s death and the sacrificial and ritual rites of the Vhavenda 
people. In this dance, participants are taught different lifelong skills. The songs that are 
sung during the Tshikona dance foster cognitive, language and social development and 
connect dancers’ current experiences to past cultural traditions. Other values that dancers 
gain during the dance are respect, discipline, positive attitude, responsibility and 
accountability. If the Tshikona dance is incorporated into the ABET Curriculum, adult 
learners will benefit a lot from the values attached to the dance. 
 
2.5.2  Music 
 
The variety and meaning of Venda communal music can be classified into four categories, 
namely: children’s songs, play-work-dance songs, “amusement” for boys and girls and 
main dances for men and women. The styles of Venda music vary according to their social 
function. For the purpose of my research study, I will focus on “potilo” which is a 
counting song but it will be discussed at length in Chapter 3. 
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2.5.2.1. The song of Potilo – ( Venda popular folklore song) 
 
 
Counting songs are amongst the first songs acquired in a Muvenda child’s musical 
repertoire. They are easy to remember, as they are usually accompanied by the action of 
counting with the fingers or toes. The counting songs are relevant to adult learners because 
even those who cannot count know all the songs by heart. 
 
2.5.3  Pottery, weaving, beadwork and woodcarving 
 
Pottery, weaving, beadwork and woodcarving are traditional crafts that are largely found 
in the Venda rural areas. There are well established traditional crafts practitioners in 
Venda who sell their products to tourists and shops in the Thohoyandou Urban Settlement. 
However, these crafters have problems with sustainability. Reasons for failure are 
numerous but include a lack of adequate training to develop new skills, lack of marketing 
skills or a sound business plan. It is for this reason that these crafts and their allied 
marketing needs should be incorporated in the ABET Curriculum. If traditional crafts and 
business skills are included in the curriculum, adult learners will be able to transfer home-
based knowledge to a school environment.  A classical example of the value of African 
arts and artefacts is documented in the Taxi art book, an educational supplement, 
dedicated to Noria Mabasa by Van Rensburg (2003). 
 
Van Rensburg (2003:6) argues that Mabasa is a creative artist who is recognised in the 
world of fine art for her unique vision and bold technique if one considers her numerous 
1. Potilo 
2. Hangala 
3. Hangala 
4. Nda tema (I cut) 
5. Temiso  (that which helps to cut) 
6. Tshinoni (the bird) 
7. Tsha gala (it sits on) 
8. Matanda (a dry log) 
9. Mandule 
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sculptures, ranging from simple clay figures to intricately carved wooden sculptures. I 
used this educational supplement in my workshop intervention with the adult learners at 
the Makwarela ABET Centre. I have chosen Mabasa’s arts and crafts as firstly, she has not 
received any formal school education yet she has achieved both national and international 
recognition for her and, secondly, she is a Muvenda woman and consequently part of the 
Venda Culture. 
 
2.6 SUMMARY 
 
 
The literature review presented what scholars say about the link between cultural symbols 
and a coherent curriculum in general. By focussing on cultural symbols, four themes were 
identified, namely: mother tongue instruction, language, culture, and African arts and 
crafts. It was highlighted that mother tongue is a foundation on which a second language 
develops. It was also pointed out that the speakers view their language a symbol of social 
identity. It was argued that culture and cultural symbols should be incorporated into the 
ABET Curriculum using a variety of techniques. The literature review provided evidence 
that African arts and crafts should be included in the ABET curriculum to facilitate 
effective learning for adult learners. 
 
In the next chapter, the methodology used in the collection of data will be discussed. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
3.1 INTRODUCTION  
 
My study, investigating how a group of adult learners perform if their learning is enhanced 
using Venda cultural symbols, fits into a qualitative research perspective using a multiple 
methods data collection strategy as the researcher gets to know a particular social setting 
and seeing it from the point of view of those in it. This view is supported by Cassel and 
Symon (1994:2) who explain that “qualitative techniques emerge from a 
phenomenological and interpretive paradigm”. Through this technique, the inquirer shares 
the feelings and interpretations of people he studies and helps them to change the way they 
see things. The major research technique used to encapsulate the above is Action Research 
which is relevant in this study because my goal was to learn what is meaningful to the 
people being studied. I intended to achieve this by getting to know my research subjects’ 
social setting and seeing it from their point of view. 
 
Multiple methods of data collection combining participant observation, a test-teach 
method, videotaped workshop intervention and in-depth interviews were used. These four 
methods of data collection explored the focus of inquiry to discover what happens to adult 
learners if their learning is enriched by including cultural symbols as learning materials. 
 
People are shaped to a large extent by their experiences and social realities thus there is no 
single reality (Merriam, 1998:4). In my view, reality is constructed from our 
interpretations of the world events, encounters and our experiences therein. The qualitative 
approach is a suitable approach for my study which is a quest to find out what happens to 
adult learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre, and because they were involved in the 
research process, formed the sample of my study. These adult learners are rich with 
indigenous knowledge and experience of Venda cultural symbols. It is this knowledge and 
experience that assists adult learners in constructing and interpreting a relevant view of 
reality in their learning. In the following sections, a detailed description of a qualitative 
research approach, the research design of Action Research, sampling, data collection 
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methods, test-teach-test approach, pre-intervention test, teaching intervention, post-
intervention, workshop and interviews will be given. 
 
3.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
 
Qualitative research is a loosely defined category of research designs or models which 
elicit verbal, visual, and tactile, olfactory data in the form of descriptive narratives such as 
field notes, transcriptions of audio or video recordings and other written settings (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 1998:3). This type of research is suitable to my study because it will enable my 
respondents at the Makwarela ABET Centre to share their personal experiences of their 
learning and is positioned in Action Research as the research design. 
 
According to Neuman (2000:123), the goal of qualitative research is to discover and 
document law like generalizations oriented toward increasing efficiency. In my study, I 
plan to help my respondents grow, take charge of their lives, and engage in social change 
that transcends current social conditions. Vockell and Asher (1995:192) argue that 
qualitative research admits that the analysis of human activities is by necessity largely 
subjective and attempts to make the subjective analysis of human behaviour as unbiased as 
possible. This view is relevant to my study because I plan to actively engage my 
respondents in the research in order to gather detailed information, through a mixed 
method of data collection. The purpose for this approach is to make the subjective analysis 
of human activities as unbiased as possible.  
 
The Action Research design is appropriate in this study because it shares the following 
characteristics:  those who are being studied participate in the research process and in my 
study, the research is carried out in consultation with the participants, who are part of 
Venda culture. When people who are being studied are involved in the research, they share 
their knowledge of everyday life with the researcher. As a result, the researcher 
incorporates this knowledge into the research. Part of ordinary knowledge of everyday life 
that adult learners bring to class, are skills embedded from specific cultural symbols, such 
as songs, dance, proverbs, arts and crafts. Action Research focuses on power with a goal 
of empowering respondents. This means that the research empowers the participants with 
knowledge and appropriate skills so that they can help themselves and manage their own 
problems. 
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In the next section, I will discuss in detail how Action Research could be used as a design 
to engage respondents in a research. 
 
3.3 ACTION RESEARCH 
 
Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit (2004:47) define Action Research as a design that has 
become a powerful methodology that is usually driven by a sense of social action. They 
argue that it is implemented with the participation of the people for whom the intervention 
is designed, usually with their help and with the aim of the emancipation of the 
participants. This view is similar to that of Neuman (1998:46), who maintains that Action 
Research is a system where a researcher helps a group of people in order for them to help 
themselves and their situation, and on this basis take responsibility.  
 
Action Research is employed in this study to investigate how adult learners make personal 
meaning of their learning circumstances, an experience within their socially constructed 
realities. According to Carr and Kemmis (1986:162), Action Research is simply a form of 
self reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve 
their rationality and justice of their own practices, their understanding of these practices, 
and the situations in which the practices are carried out. This definition is suitable to my 
research study because all the people involved in it would be able to reflect on their social 
situations and gain understanding of their problems, in order to improve their lives.  
 
Stringer (1999:9-10 cited in Action Research:online) further argues that a fundamental 
premise of community-based Action Research is that it commences with an interest in the 
problems of a group, a community or an organization. Its purpose is to assist people in 
extending their understanding of their situation and thus resolving problems that confront 
them. Stringer maintains that in modern, democratic social contexts, Action Research is 
seen as a process of inquiry that has the following characteristics: it is democratic, 
enabling the participation of all people; it is equitable, acknowledging people’s equality of 
worth; it is liberating, providing freedom from oppressive conditions and it is life 
enhancing, enabling the expression of people’s full human potential. I see Action Research 
as an appropriate design because the purpose of my study is to assist adult learners at 
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Makwarela ABET Centre in extending their understanding of their situation and thus 
resolve problems that confront them. 
 
Dick (2000:15) argues that Action Research profits from the use of a cyclical or spiral 
process, in which the researcher alternates action with critical reflection. He maintains that 
each turn of the Action Research spiral can contain data collection, data analysis, action 
planning, action and evaluation (Dick, 2000:15). This cycle of Action Research was 
suitable to my study because data was interpreted as were collected; interpretations were 
turned into action plans, which were immediately acted on and, finally, the results of the 
action were reviewed. Schön (1987: online) identifies two types of reflection, namely 
reflection-in-action (‘thinking on one’s feet’) and reflection-on-action (retrospective 
thinking). The variant of Action Research in this study is that of reflection-on-action, 
because I largely reflected on the adult learners’ experiences after the lesson rather than 
during it. I also reflected on pre-and post-workshop interviews with adult learners and 
their educators.  
 
Whilst this variant of Action Research was useful as an active process of reviewing 
learners’ teaching and learning experiences at Makwarela ABET Center, and helped in 
describing, analysing, evaluating, and so informing learning practice and assessment that 
would be suitable for adult learners, it did have certain limitations. The relatively little 
time that I had with the respondents meant that results that might have been achieved in a 
single lesson, actually required further lessons to achieve.  
 
3.4 SAMPLING  
 
My sample consisted of the research group of twenty two ABET, Level 2 adult learners at 
the Makwarela ABET Centre. The curriculum consists of three learning areas namely 
Numeracy, Literacy and Life Skills. However, my research focus is the literacy learning 
area. 
 
All the adult learners are Venda native speakers whose mothers tongue is Tshivenda. 
These adult learners grew up in rural areas where they over the years have developed a 
deep knowledge and experience of Venda cultural symbols such as folklore songs, tales, 
dances, beadwork, woodcarving, pottery, drama and language which is rich in proverbs, 
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idioms and riddles. I have developed a table that contains personal details of my research 
group (see Appendix L) which provides specific details of each student with regard to the 
qualification they were studying towards, their main language, their sex and their pre-and 
post-intervention test results. 
 
I used purposive sample because it enabled me to understand the social setting of adult 
learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre. My aim was to see the adult learners’ social 
setting from their points of view. Purposive sample is also advocated by Neuman 
(2000:198) who argues that it is used to identify particular types of cases for in-depth 
investigation. The purpose is less to generalize to a larger population than it is to gain a 
deeper understanding of a specific type. The purposive sample is appropriate to my study 
because it will enable me to discover, understand and gain insight of how a group of adult 
learners perform if their learning is enhanced using Venda cultural symbols. I chose eight 
adult learners from ABET Level 2 class and two of their educators for the interview. This 
form of sampling created the opportunity for a small study with great diversity, detailed 
descriptions, which provided a rich “thick description” (Henning, et al. 2004:6)  
 
There are different forms of purposive sampling, but for the purpose of my study, I chose 
“maximum variation sampling” which has the widest diversity. The main aim was not 
“generalisability,” but rather to present a varied range of experiences of adult learners in a 
specific context. (Neuman, 2000:198; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994:56; Merriam, 1998:62). 
Up to now, I have referred to sampling usually used in quantitative research. However, my 
study follows a qualitative approach where the emphasis is on the unit of analysis which 
included the adult learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre, the curriculum, the researcher 
and the workshop. Details of my unit of analysis will be discussed in detail in the section 
dealing with the test-teach-test approach.  
 
3.5 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 
 
A mixed method of data collection, to explore the focus of inquiry, combining participant 
observation, the test-teach-test method, a videotaped workshop intervention and 
interviews was used in this study. The purpose was to make sure that the information 
gathered was detailed and informative. However, Parsons and Brown (2002:161) warn 
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that the methods employed should be as valid as possible but at the same time should not 
distort teaching practice. 
 
3.5.1 Participant observation 
 
Participant observation examines social meanings in order to grasp multiple perspectives 
in natural social settings (Neuman, 2000:349), allowing the participant observer get inside 
the meaning systems of members and then goes back to an outside viewpoint. 
Observation, a characteristic of a qualitative research approach (Vockell & Asher, 
1995:196), is also used to study amorphous social experiences that are not fixed in place, 
but where intensive interviewing and observation are the only way to gain access to the 
experience (Neuman, 2000:345).  
 
This study typifies a qualitative research approach because the research was conducted by 
an observer, who participated in the process of the adult learners’ instructional 
environment, and made careful observations of what was happening, reinforcing 
Neuman’s suggestion that those who are being studied, participate in the research process 
(2000:25).  
 
The aim of the observation was to find out what was happening in the classroom as far as 
teaching and learning between adult learners and ABET educators was concerned. I 
noticed that very few Venda cultural symbols were being made use of in the learning 
material. I also noticed that adult learners have an extensive knowledge of their cultural 
symbols and I therefore argue that this knowledge should be incorporated in adult 
learners’ learning materials. My argument is that if cultural symbols are included, learning 
could improve. The frequency of educator talk in comparison with adult learners’ talk was 
observed and scrutinized. The observation technique is encouraged by Flick (1999:162) 
who states that 
 
Observation in its different versions tries to understand practices, 
interactions, and events which occur in a specific context, from the inside as 
a participant or from the outside as a mere observer. 
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I was a participant observer in the adult class at the Makwarela ABET Centre for three 
months during May, June and July 2005. I used the month of May to observe how adult 
learners were taught and to familiarize myself with their learning and teaching materials. I 
used the June and July months for actual teaching and giving adult learners class exercises 
and written tests. Before I taught the adult learners, I first analysed their educator’s lesson 
preparation. ABET educator lesson preparation is available (see Appendix F). My lesson 
preparation for the same lesson that the educator presented is also available (see Appendix 
I). My lesson was carefully purposefully planned to incorporate Venda cultural symbols to 
find out if learning would improve and be effective. 
 
I identified that educators frequently used a narrative method as well as a question and 
answer approach. However, they sometimes asked individual adult learners to write their 
responses on the chalkboard. I had no problem during observation because I was a 
member of the community and part of the culture that existed in the class. I noticed that 
when adult learners were in their groups, they often made reference to their cultural 
symbols in order to understand what they were learning; for example, adult learners were 
asked to discuss in groups the purpose of a cellular phone. They agreed that the purpose is 
to receive and send messages. They claimed that the cellular phone is just a technological 
improvement on what their culture had long provided which was the beating of the drum 
in the chief’s kraal to ask villagers to assemble. It is therefore clear, that adult learners 
would refer to and draw on their indigenous knowledge systems to understand new 
knowledge and concepts. 
 
3.5.2 Test- teach-test approach 
 
I was a participant observer while adult learners were being taught by their educator in 
May 2005. During the months of June and July 2005, I actually taught these adult learners 
and asked them to write class exercises and tests. The purpose to use the test-teach-test 
approach, to investigate what adult learners had been taught and what they had learned. I 
wanted to find out their level of literacy development. 
 
To achieve the latter, I planned to test the adult learners on what they had been taught. 
Thereafter, I taught the adult learners the same lesson and tested them again. The aim 
would be to see if there was any change in their level of literacy development. My 
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observations drew attention to the fact that no reference to Venda cultural symbols was 
made or incorporated in the lessons except that both adult learners and educators 
communicated in the Tshivenda language which was part of the Venda culture. In order to 
gauge the learner’s level of understanding, I asked them to write a pre-intervention test. 
 
3.5.2.1 Pre-Intervention Test 
During the first week of June 2005, I asked adult learners to write a test based on what 
their educator had taught them. The learning material which she had used when teaching 
the adult learners, were extracted from a workbook called “Ri fhata Lushaka”. This book 
is written in the Tshivenda language and consists of exercises, pictures, and figures which 
illustrate the content of what they should learn. I was a participant observer while the 
educator was teaching the adult learners. The test planned for the adult learners, included 
all that they had been taught. The duration of the test was an hour, starting from 14:00 
until 15:00; however the adult learners wrote until 15:30. As the adult learners wrote the 
test, they kept on asking questions for clarity on what they were to write. Some of them 
complained that the font of the sentences were too small for them to read so where they 
could not see the printing, I read out aloud for them. I corrected their test and scored them 
marks. This pre-intervention test was followed by the teaching intervention of the same 
lesson.  
 
3.5.2.2 Teaching  Intervention 
The teaching intervention started during the second week of June and continued to the 
second week of July 2005. During the teaching intervention, I used the exercise from their 
workbook, “Ri fhata lushaka”, however the exercises they wrote incorporated cultural 
symbols such as words and phrases from Venda stories, dances, songs, proverbs and 
idioms. When I taught them, I used the resources drawn from cultural symbols that they 
were familiar with.  
 
I asked adult learners to construct sentences with specific reference to their attire such as: 
Minwenda (Venda women traditional dress), vhukunda (bracelets), zwinina (ear rings), 
thavhula (towels), and vhulungu (beads). As the lesson progressed, I noticed that the adult 
learners showed great enthusiasm and interest in the learning activities. The main problem 
that I observed was that adult learners could not translate their knowledge into writing. In 
my teaching intervention, I placed much emphasis on the development of the correct 
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writing skills. Finally, I asked adult learners to write a post-intervention test. The lesson 
plan of my intervention is available (see Appendix L). 
 
3.5.2.3 Post-Intervention Test 
The adult learners wrote the post intervention test which was the same as the pre-
intervention test. The purpose of the test was to check if there was an improvement on the 
level of literacy development in as far as correct writing skills was concerned. When the 
adult learners were writing the test, I had noticed that they asked very few questions for 
clarity. I also observed that the adult learners completed the test in an hour unlike in the 
pre-intervention test where they needed one hour and thirty minutes. The performance of 
the adult learners in both the pre- and the post-test will be compared in Chapter 4 where 
data is analysed. A blank copy of the test that the adult learners wrote is attached (see 
Appendix L). The results of the post-test will be of great value because they will indicate 
if the adult learners’ level of literacy development improved or not improved. After the 
post-test, a workshop was organised. My observations were recorded as field notes. 
  
3.5.2.4 Field Notes 
Notes of my personal observations and impressions of classroom events were kept during 
the course of the teaching intervention. My observations and impressions, made during the 
period of three months (May, June and July), while I was in close contact with the adult 
learners and their educators, are captured in my field notes. These notes proved to be 
important because they offer first hand information about how adult learners share their 
learning experiences with the educators. Adult learners are free to share their learning 
difficulties and their life long experiences with the educators because of the multiple roles 
that they, as adult learners, play every day. The field notes are important because they 
reflect what the adult learners did and said during and after their formal lessons. In my 
view, the field notes contain the practical social aspects of the adult learners. 
  
As part of an intervention, a workshop in which the adult learners, educators, the 
researcher and an invited facilitator interacted with one another was planned. 
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3.5.3 The workshop 
 
In this study, I attempted to enter the adult learners’ world and see things from their 
perspective, by choosing to conduct a workshop with pre- and post-workshop interviews 
with adult learners and their educators at the Makwarela ABET Centre. The workshop was 
planned for two days in which adult learners, educators, the researcher and an invited 
facilitator, Noria Mabasa, interacted with one another. Mabasa was invited to come and 
conduct a workshop because as a major figure on the South African art scene, she is an 
icon of Venda art. The purpose of inviting Mabasa was to motivate adult learners in their 
learning and to show them that a person can be successful in life without having 
undergone formal education, as in this case Noria Mabasa is a living example, with no 
formal art training. The workshop was conducted over two days, and facilitated adult 
learners to be actively engaged in the research. As a result they could contribute their 
knowledge and social experiences to the research. 
 
On the first day, Mabasa started the workshop by asking adult learners and educators to 
observe a variety of artwork she had created. Some of the artworks were made out of clay 
while others were made out of wood. Mabasa showed the participants in the workshop 
many photographs capturing skilful artwork she had sold to various institutions both 
nationally and internationally. She also displayed photographs taken with President Thabo 
Mbeki honouring her as the best artist in South in 2001. Also on display was the artbook, 
TAXI - 007: Noria Mabasa: Artist Book & Educational Supplement, published in her 
honour by David Krut. On display, were a variety of her great artworks. Mabasa had asked 
the researcher to put adult learners into groups so that they could share their perceptions 
and experiences about the artworks on display. 
 
The researcher divided the adult learners into three groups. The first group was given clay 
artwork, the second group was given photographs capturing both clay and wood artwork 
while the last group was given wood artwork. Each group was asked to describe what they 
saw when looking at the artwork and speculate about the message conveyed by the 
artwork. Groups were given ten minutes for discussion. After adult learners had discussed 
for ten minutes, they were stopped and asked to report back on their findings. A group 
leader had to give a brief report on their observations. The report back lasted for fifteen 
minutes and responses from each group were written on the chalkboard. 
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From the group discussions and their feedback, I noticed that adult learners have great 
skills of observation and interpretation; for example one group reported that the artwork 
they looked at showed a woman breastfeeding a sick child. Mabasa agreed with the 
group’s interpretation. Interestingly, the ABET educators and the researcher failed to 
identify the element of a sick child in the artwork. Another group reported that the wood 
artwork they observed in the photograph, showed the great flood of Mozambique in 2000. 
It was touching when one learner identified a woman giving birth on a tree. I also noticed 
that adult learners realized that artwork is a means of communication and a way of 
conveying messages and meanings. The workshop was valuable because the adult learners 
were actively involved in the discussions and feedback. It was enriching to see adult 
learners putting forward strong arguments about the meaning and messages contained in 
the artwork. 
 
Noria Mabasa was given time to close the gaps about the messages of some artworks that 
were displayed. Adult learners asked her the following questions: What is your highest 
standard passed? Who taught you artwork? Can you read and write? Can you speak 
English? When Mabasa responded, she said that she had dropped out of formal schooling 
in Grade 2 and her artwork started through dreams. "I started because of a dream. It took 
a very long time, because I didn't understand it well. This was in 1965 and in 1974, I 
started the work".  Mabasa explained that when she looked at the log, a complete picture 
of what she had to make comes to mind. She explained that her basic writing and reading 
skills are not fully developed however, she could speak reasonable English.  Then the 
ABET educators asked her the following questions: How do you manage to carve huge 
wood sculptors? Is artwork an inborn skill or something that anyone could learn and 
develop? Mabasa answered that she managed to carve huge wood sculptures by using 
appropriate instruments. She went on to say strength and courage comes from her 
ancestors who guided her about what and how to make her sculptures. Mabasa concluded 
by saying that artwork is a skill that is both inborn and developmental. The first day was 
concluded when adult learners copied notes from the chalkboard about their discussions 
and feedback. Finally Mabasa asked the adult learners to bring the following day anything 
that they had done with their own hands.  
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The second day of the workshop started by asking adult learners to display artefacts they 
had made themselves. Adult learners displayed the following artefacts: beadwork, reed 
mats, pottery, sculptures, bracelets and Minwenda (Venda women’s traditional clothes). 
Adult learners were asked to sit in their groups again. Each group was asked to explain the 
value of articles they displayed and groups were given ten minutes for discussion and 
another ten minutes for feedback and the responses were written on the chalkboard. 
Mabasa asked the adult learners if they sell things that they make. Their response was an 
effective “no”. She advised them to form a group of entrepreneurs and seek financial 
assistance from the bank. This prompted the adult learners to begin thinking about what 
they could do to bring about change in their lives.  Further discussions resulted in the adult 
learners being highly motivated about their learning and they seemed ready to take what 
they had learnt from Noria Mabasa’s story to change their life style. The adult learners, 
who had always engaged in art and craft work, exchanged ideas and views on how they 
could begin selling their art and make money and they even agreed on a day to get 
together and sell their artworks.  
 
Their discussion raised divergent views on how they could improve their social life 
through selling their art works.  ABET educators confirmed that they had never seen their 
adult learners as excited about their learning and they realized the value of the workshop 
conducted by Mabasa. They also realized the value of incorporating cultural symbols in 
the learning materials of their adult learners. 
 
I noticed that adult learners tended to learn better when they incorporated their indigenous 
knowledge and experiences in what they (adult learners) learn because they were actively 
involved in the workshop. My assumption is that they became deeply involved in the 
discussions because they were familiar with the resources they were using. The art works 
that Noria Mabasa displayed, motivated the adult learners to identify and name other art 
works that they could make on their own, such as beadwork, reed mats and bracelets. 
These art works were of the highest quality yet they hardly thought of making a profit out 
of them. It is for this reason that I argue that adult learners would learn better if cultural 
symbols are incorporated into learning materials as they are important, should be seen as 
having value and be included in the ABET curriculum. The value of incorporating the rich 
and thick knowledge of learners’ cultural symbols in learning is that their learning would 
be a response to their needs.  The educators would then be contextualising and adapting 
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teaching and learning materials to make them more relevant to the world of the adult 
learner, creating a safe psychological environment conducive to learning, and by linking 
new knowledge to existing knowledge and tapping into the learners’ existing experiences, 
immediacy of application, trust, interest, variety and fun would be the result. Thus, the 
inclusion of cultural symbols in adult learning materials would likely lead to enhanced 
learning.       
 
Mabasa told adult learners that she makes a living out of artwork. She explained that many 
of her sculptures are displayed both nationally and internationally and that she has been 
given the opportunity of visiting countries such as France, Belgium, Germany, Britain and 
Switzerland because of her artwork. She told adult learners that she is also a farmer who 
produces maize, tomatoes and vegetables. Finally, Mabasa congratulated adult learners on 
the variety of articles including cultural symbols that they have displayed. She encouraged 
adult learners to nurture their different talents in order to make a living. 
 
Towards the end of the workshop, I asked adult learners to write an assessment based on 
the activities completed during the workshop. The assessment was composed of the 
following questions: Where does Noria Mabasa stay? Give a brief life-history of Mabasa.  
Mention five countries she has visited.  What are things that you can do? Mention ten 
cultural symbols that you have observed during the workshop. The assessment they wrote 
was corrected and the results of the adult learners will be analysed in Chapter 4. Before the 
workshop was officially closed adult learners asked to dance Malende (Venda Traditional 
dance) as a gesture of honouring Noria Mabasa. While they danced the Malende, they 
sang about the activities covered during the workshop including all the artwork that 
Mabasa had created. The contents of their song indicated to me that the adult learner’s 
level of understanding and development had improved. Observations showed that adult 
learners were able to compose a malende song that incorporated most activities that Noria 
Mabasa discussed with them during the workshop, for example, “A ri tsha do fa nga 
ndala, ri do rengisa zwilukwa zwashu,” “We will not die of hunger because we would 
make money out of our art works.”  Adult learners improved their level of understanding 
because they were able to construct new knowledge and used that knowledge in a 
meaningful way, in a song. It is for this reason that I argue that the workshop strategy, 
where learners interact and participate, seems to be an effective strategy where adult 
learners experience fun and enriched learning.  
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In the next section, I will discuss interviews conducted with both the adult learners and the 
ABET educators. 
 
3.5.4 Interviews 
 
Patton (1990 in Carson et al., 2001:23), maintains that the purpose of an interview is to get 
inside someone’s head and enter into their perspective to find out things like feelings, 
memories and interpretations that we cannot observe or discover in other ways. I agree 
with the above view because interviewing is one of the best techniques that a researcher 
could use to find out what is in the mind of respondents.  The purpose of using the 
interview technique in this research study was to understand my respondents’ feelings, 
experiences and interpretations about the teaching and learning discourse at The 
Makwarela ABET Centre. My respondents were ABET educators and adult learners. The 
questions that I asked them were based on the quality and relevance of what they learn and 
teach at the centre. The aim of the questions was to establish the extent of cultural symbols 
incorporated in the adult learners’ curriculum content. Adult learners were asked about the 
advantages and disadvantages of adult learning and the ABET educators were asked 
questions that sought clarity on the professionalism of their teaching. 
 
I chose eight adult learners for the interviews, six females and two males. Two female 
ABET educators were interviewed. Adult learners were asked the following questions: 
Why did you register for ABET class?  What is the major problem affecting your 
performance in ABET? How relevant would you say the content of your course is to your 
everyday experience? Would you like to see cultural symbols included in your learning? 
What have you learnt from Mabasa’s workshop? The purpose of the interview questions 
were to establish their feelings, experiences and interpretations of a situation in adult 
learning. However, there was a considerable difference between the questions asked of the 
adult learners and those asked of the ABET educators. The ABET educators were asked 
the following questions: Why did you decide to teach at the centre? Do you hold meeting 
with educators from other ABET centres to discuss problems and progress in the literacy 
learning area? How do you integrate learning activities with adult learners’ home 
experience into what you teach them? What is it that you have learnt from Mabasa’s 
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workshop? Would you like to incorporate cultural symbols in adult learners learning 
materials? 
 
The interview questions were asked in such a way that the respondents were able to give 
detailed descriptions of their experiences, feelings and views concerning their ABET 
centre. The answers that provided by my respondents enabled me to give a rich “thick 
description” (Henning, et al. 2004:6) of the feelings, experience and interpretations of a 
situation in adult learning and teaching. The answers highlighted the respondents’ feelings 
and experiences about an interactive workshop strategy in adult learning and teaching.  
This is discussed in the analysis of the workshop writing in item 4.4.1. I saw the interview 
as a means of “accessing various stories or narratives through which people describe the 
world” (Silverman, 2000:12) to gain an understanding of and an insight into the 
participants’ experiences via their words and actions.  
 
Another reason for choosing interviews is that they provide the greatest potential for the 
research to achieve breadth and depth of data. Use of semi-structured interview, in which 
were included a small number of loosely-defined questions, not written down beforehand, 
provided openings for the participants to describe their views in their own language and 
style (Anderson & Kanuka, 2003:87). The participants interviewed described their 
experiences and views in the Tshivenda language, their mother tongue and style, which is 
part of their cultural symbolism. However, in the interviews with the respondents, there 
were no predetermined written questions asked of each participant, and no precise order to 
the questions I was constantly forming and re-forming in my mind during the interviews. 
Rather, I conversed with the respondents as the questions arose. Questions were open-
ended thus providing maximum opportunity for the participants to shape their answers in a 
meaningful way. In turn, I clarified the responses for deeper insights through 
paraphrasing, reflective comments and following questions (Snyder, 1992 in Anderson 
and Kanuka, 2003:88). This technique was relevant because rapport between myself, as 
the researcher, and the respondents’ experiences took precedence over data formatted into 
pre-established coded categories. 
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3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 
  
According to Anderson and Kanuka, (2003:99), the data analysis process begins with the 
identification of recurring words and / or ideas, which are then flagged as possible themes 
or topics which are then used in the narrative account. When the themes have been 
identified, they should be verified by relating them to the literature. In my research, I 
collected data through participant observation, following a test-teach-test approach, 
workshop intervention and in-depth interviews. The analysis of data collected by these 
multiple methods will be conducted in detail in Chapter 4, where the results of the pre- 
and post-intervention tests will be compared.  
 
I identified the themes and patterns of what the respondents revealed in the interviews, and 
analysed the data in two stages. The first stage was to ensure that all appropriate data had 
been collected. Mintzberg (1979 in Carson et al., 2001:176), argues that this stage entails 
the tracking down of patterns and consistencies, that is the ‘detective work’ stage. The 
second stage is the consideration of how to integrate all aspects of analysing that is the 
creative work or making the creative leap. These two stages of data analysis are 
appropriate to my study because I was able to systematically organise and present the 
findings in ways that facilitated the understanding of these data. In my evaluation, I 
examined aspects of both convergence and divergence. Convergence involves sifting out 
the aspects of data which fit together and using this experiential learning stage to work 
towards a classification system, making connections among different items and proposing 
and justifying new information that ought to fit (Carson et al., 2001:176). I am aware that 
data analysis is a series of steps to be taken, rather than one long process. As Parson and 
Brown (2002:55) maintained, data analysis involves organising and synthesizing data, 
finding patterns or trends in the data and interpreting them. 
 
3.6.1 Organisation     
 
I gathered data from observations, teaching intervention, workshop and in-depth 
interviews. Organizing these data appeared overwhelming, so reducing them was my first 
step in organizing the information. I used the categorization system that allows for the 
grouping of data that provide similar types of information. The specifics of that system 
depends on the research questions being studied, the setting and the number of the 
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individuals being studied. When the original categories were too broad, I used the 
subcategories that emerged. Following the organisation and classification of the data, I 
described the salient features of the study. 
 
3.6.2 Description 
 
Parson and Brown (2002:56-57) argue that description of data indicates the degree to 
which the specific behaviours occurs. I described patterns of my participants’ behaviour 
and features of the setting and context that appeared to be either regularities or 
descriptions. The purpose of my description of the data was to provide a rich presentation 
of a situation that could not be obtained by simply counting the end result. In the final 
step, I offered an interpretation of the findings. 
 
3.6.3  Interpretation   
 
In the interpretation stage, I looked for a relationship between events or behaviours, 
allowing meaning to emerge from the data. I also looked for surprises or unexpected 
outcomes, or what appeared to be challenges to practice as guides to the interpretative 
process (Parson & Brown, 2002:58). With the interpretations of data in hand, I began the 
process of deciding how the findings would impact the practice.   
 
 
3.7 THE TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE RESEARCH 
 
Research can only be justified in terms of objectivity, reliability and validity (Vockell & 
Asher, 1995:88; Van der Westhuizen, 1999:146).  The objectivity of the observer is the 
key issue in the research process. It is unavoidable that certain biases may exist. Vockell 
and Asher (1995:206) suggest that researchers should be trained to be aware of, and to be 
in control of their tendencies towards bias. To prevent bias from influencing the results, 
the research findings were presented to my supervisor for input and correction. In the next 
paragraphs, reliability and validity as factors in the process of data collection, will be 
discussed. 
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Reliability is described by Hammersley (as quoted in Silverman, 1993:145) as being “the 
degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to the same category by different 
observers or by the same observer on different occasions”. Reliability addresses the 
question of whether the results are consistent and not self-contradictory. The point is that 
the results should be similar on repeated occasions, even by different researchers. It is 
important to mention that it is the reliability of the data collection process and not the data 
collection instrument that must be demonstrated (Vockell & Asher, 1999:89). In this 
research, consistency in the decisions made, based on the data collection process, was in 
place. 
 
The most important factor in the data collection process is the validity of the process itself. 
This raises the question of whether the data collection process is really measuring what it 
is supposed to be measuring. The data collection process in this study is valid to the extent 
that the results are actually a measurement of the characteristics of an intervention in adult 
learning using Venda cultural symbols. The findings of this study are comparable with 
existing knowledge as they are reflected in the literature. 
 
Weber in Silverman (2000:200) reminds us that “all research is contaminated to some 
extent by the values of the researcher” and that therefore “all participants in an interview 
are inevitably implicated in making meaning” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997:126). 
Therefore, at the outset, I stated my assumptions about this area of research.  Cognisant of 
this, I attempted to produce “valid and reliable knowledge in an ethical manner” (Merriam, 
1998:189) as “objectively” as possible. In my view, this included a number of steps:  I 
invited feedback and correction from my supervisor regarding my progress. This included 
“member checks” (Merriam, 1998:204) for enhancing the validity of my study. I have also 
given my research to my “peer”, (who is writing a research essay on Adult and 
Community Education at UJ) to check the reliability and validity of my data collection 
process. In most cases, I contacted the participants again, to verify that the themes I had 
identified were in fact what they had expressed during the interviews. 
 
On the question of internal validity in qualitative studies, Merriam (1998:199) identifies 
two important issues. In her examination of internal validity, she refers to the confidence 
or trust others have in the manner in which the research has been conducted and the results 
of the findings. In my research, I aimed at ensuring that the study had both reliability and 
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internal validity, because the two are interlocked. I attempted to ensure that the inferences 
drawn from this research were consistent with the process of data collection by 
progressively building up a clear “audit trail” as advocated by Maykut and Morehouse, 
(1994:146), which means that I would be able to “walk” people through my work from the 
beginning to the end. This is achieved through: availability of the original interview 
transcripts, the pre-intervention and post-intervention test results and the videotape 
cassette recording the workshop.  
 
Another way of achieving validity was, after I had completed the data analysis process and 
identified categories and sub-categories, to conduct “member checks” and “peer 
examinations” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994:146), in an attempt to ensure internal validity 
of my research. This was achieved by consulting eight of the participants on the credibility 
of the findings, and by asking two of my colleagues, and two ABET educators to comment 
on the findings as they progressed. 
 
According to Merriam (1998:207), external validity is concerned with the extent to which 
the findings of the study can be applied to other situations. To increase external validity of 
my research, I have aimed at providing a richly-detailed description of the research 
context, process and outcomes, making it possible for others to understand the context and 
experience of the research milieu (Guba & Lincoln, 1998:260-261). 
 
3.8 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  
 
The researcher acknowledges that the study covered only one ABET Centre, one group of 
twenty two Level 2 Adult learners, interviewing only six of the learners and two of their 
educators, using a test-teach-test approach, and a two day workshop. Therefore, the 
research cannot be viewed as fully representative of this whole country, but simply 
provides insight in adult learning ABET materials in the Vhembe District of the Limpopo 
Province.  My study focused on the use of cultural symbols in the teaching of ABET with 
specific reference to the Makwarela ABET Centre whose adult learners are all Tshivenda 
first language speakers. Nevertheless, although an isolated study, it could still serve as a 
good example of what is possibly occurring in ABET Centres throughout South Africa 
and possibly neighbouring states where adult learners use their mother tongue as medium 
of instruction.  
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3.9 SUMMARY 
 
In this chapter, an overview of theory in research of an intervention in Adult learning 
using Venda cultural symbols was given in order to provide a theoretical framework for 
research methods and techniques within this particular field. An explanation of the 
qualitative research approach was employed followed by the description of the Action 
Research design of the study. The research methodology which included a description of 
the data collection tools of participant observation, a workshop intervention and interviews 
used in this research. Finally the trustworthiness, validity and credibility of the research 
were discussed. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
DATA ANALYSIS 
 
4.1   INTRODUCTION 
 
This chapter analyses the data. Merriam (1998: 178) states that data analysis is the process 
of making sense out of data. Maykut and Morehouse (1994:121) view qualitative data 
analysis as the examination of the people’s words and actions. Data analysis entails 
organizing data into units, categories, from which themes and patterns would emerge. The 
aim of my study is to find out whether the use of Venda cultural symbols would enhance 
the learning of Adult basic education and training (ABET) materials.  This implies that 
when I analyse my data from the video-cassette, my observations of the lessons and the 
workshop, the interviews I would looking for recurring ideas that could be categorized. 
The categories emerging from the data analysis would thus attempt to address the research 
question. 
 
My task for data analysis was facilitated by the recording of the workshop and the 
interviews on video-cassette. Adult learners’ responses for pre- and post-tests were written 
on typed answer sheets and this technique made it easier and faster to analyze the data as 
the data was always available to refer to what each participant had written. The following 
sections would include the instrument used to analyze data, a summary of the major 
findings and the discussion of each finding, including various use of quotes. 
 
4.2   ANALYSIS OF PRE- AND POST-INTERVENTION TEST 
 
Before the workshop intervention, the adult learners at the Makwarela ABET Centre wrote 
a pre-intervention test to help the researcher understand their literacy level (See Chapter 2) 
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Table 4.1 : The Research Group Level 2 Adult Learners 2005  
 
Student Sex Language Pre-Test % Post. Test % 
S1 Male Tshivenda  20% 75% 
S2 Female Tshivenda 75% 90% 
S3 Female Tshivenda 15% 75% 
S4 Female Tshivenda 45% 90% 
S5 Female Tshivenda 55% 85% 
S6 Female Tshivenda 35% 75% 
S7 Male  Tshivenda 55% 75% 
S8 Female Tshivenda 55% 85% 
S9 Female Tshivenda 30% 60% 
S10 Female Tshivenda 55% 70% 
S11 Female Tshivenda 45% 100% 
S12 Female Tshivenda 45% 75% 
S13 Female Tshivenda 65% 95% 
S14 Female Tshivenda 35% 85% 
S15 Female Tshivenda 65% 100% 
S16 Female Tshivenda 75% 85% 
S17 Female Tshivenda 20% 85% 
S18 Female Tshivenda 35% 100% 
S19 Female Tshivenda 95% 100% 
S20 Female Tshivenda 30% 90% 
S21 Female Tshivenda 45% 80% 
S22 Female Tshivenda 65% 85% 
Total Score 
Average % 
  1040 ÷ 22 = 48% 1870 ÷ 22 = 85% 
 
I also conducted interviews with selected adult learners after the pre-intervention test and 
the data will be discussed below: 
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4.2.1 Analysis of pre-intervention test data 
 
Twenty-two adult learners wrote the test, with twelve failing and ten passing the test. The 
following are the scores of the adult learners who scored the lowest marks: 15% (S3), 20% 
(S1) and 20% (S17). The average percentage of all the twelve adult learners who failed 
was 48%. I interviewed the adult learners whose scores were the lowest to try and find out 
why they had failed. They responded in the following way: 
 
“A thi divhi uri ndi tea u fhindula hani, ndi a tama u nwala zwothe zwine nda divha, nda 
dovha nda humbula uri khamusi ndi do vha ndi tshi khou khakha” (S3) 
 
“I do not know how to frame my answer. I am tempted to write everything I know 
but hold my answer back because I am afraid to make a mistake.” (S3) 
 
One adult learner answered in the following way: 
 
“Phindulo yone-yone ndi nayo hafha thohoni fhedzi uri ndi i nwale buguni,  
zwi ri vhutoto.” (S1) 
 
“The real answer is available here inside my head but when I want to write it in the 
book it is very difficult.” (S1) 
 
The attitude of the adult learners, who scored the lowest, was articulated by the learner 
who said the following: 
 
“Ndi a ipfa mbudziso na phindulo ya hone ndi vha ndi nayo, fhedzi ndi tshi tou ri ndi to da 
u nwala, zwi mbo di shavha” (S17). 
 
“I do understand the question and I also know the answer but when I am about to 
write it in the book, the answer disappears.” (S17) 
 
The impression that I gathered from the data of all the adult learners who failed is that 
although they were able to read the questions, they lacked confidence in the writing 
process. My observation was that learners assumed that their knowledge and experiences 
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drawn from their cultural background, would not be relevant to their learning. This view is 
supported by adult learner (S3) who said that she really wanted to write everything that 
she knew but was afraid to write and make a mistake. 
 
Out of the twelve adult learners who failed the test, four scored 45% (S4, S11, S12 and 
S21) I congratulated them for their hard work but also asked them how they felt about 
their scores. They have answered in the following way: 
 
“Ndo di khakhela nga u nwala ndi tshi thutha. Zwinzhi zwe nda thutha zwo vha zwi zwone. 
Arali ndi songo thutha ndo vha ndo phasa” (S 12)”. 
 
“I let myself down by rubbing off most of the things I wrote. If I did not rub off most 
of the answers, I have written, I would have passed the test”. (S12) 
 
One adult learner answered in the following way: 
 
“Ndo dinwa nga uri nda pfuka inwe mbudziso ye nda si ipfe zwavhudi. Arali ndi vhe ndo i 
nwala, ndo vha ndo phasa” (S 21) 
 
“I am worried because I skipped some of the questions. If I have answered all the 
questions, I would have passed the test.” (S21) 
 
The average percentage of the twelve adult learners, who failed the test, was 48% and this 
figure represents the majority of the respondents. In the next paragraph, the scores and 
attitudes of the ten adult learners who passed the test are presented.  
 
Out of the ten adult learners who passed the test, four achieved 55% (S5, S7, S8 and S10). 
The learner with the highest score obtained 95% (S19). The four adult learners who passed 
the test were asked the following questions: What is your attitude towards your writing 
skills? The general response to the question was that they are capable of writing however 
they would prefer oral answering to written responses. This is summed up by the learner 
who says: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
66
“Ndi kale ndo litsha tshikolo. Zwa u nwala ndi a zwivhenga nga maanda. Ndi konesa u 
fhindula mbudziso nga u tou amba” (S10) 
 
“It is a long time since I had left formal schooling. I have to articulate my views by 
writing on a paper. However, I enjoy a lot to respond to a question in an oral form.” 
(S10) 
 
4.2.2 Reflection 
 
The adult learner who scored the highest mark, was asked this question: How do you feel 
after you have scored 95%? The learner explained that she felt excited. She also added 
that she was fond of reading vernacular story books. To conclude this section, judging 
from the data elicited on adult learners’ attitudes, it was evident that the majority of the 
respondents (48%) were not confident about their writing ability. In the next paragraph, 
the data from the post-intervention test is analysed.  
 
4.3  POST-INTERVENTION TEST 
 
After completion of the 2-day workshop intervention with Noria Mabasa, the adult 
learners wrote a similar test as a post-intervention strategy to investigate whether the use 
of cultural symbols in an interactive workshop would lead to more effective learning and 
increase their literacy level, and these are the results. 
 
4.3.1 Analysis of data 
 
Twenty-two adult learners wrote and all the respondents passed the test. The lowest mark 
achieved was a 60% (S9). Five respondents whose scores were close to the score of the 
lowest respondent got 75% (S1, S3, S6, S7 and S12). Four respondents achieved 100% 
(S11, S15, S18 and S19). In the next paragraph, I will compare the adult learners’ scores 
in both the pre- and post-intervention tests.  
 
The adult learner who scored 60% in the post intervention test only managed to score 30% 
(S9) in the pre-intervention test. The 60% score is evidence enough to suggest that the 
teaching intervention had positively assisted the learner (S9). The following scores in both 
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pre- and post-tests suggested that the teaching intervention had greatly changed the writing 
skills, attitudes and theoretical understanding of the adult learners. The respondent who 
scored 15% (S3) in the pre-intervention test scored 85% in the post-intervention test. The 
learner who scored 20% (S1) in the pre-test scored 75% in the post-intervention test. 
Respondents who scored 35% (S18) and 45% (S11) in the pre-test scored 100% in the 
post-intervention test.  
 
The average pass percentage of all the respondents in the post-test is 85%. These 
percentages are evidence that the teaching intervention was relevant and appropriate in 
effectively changing the adult learners learning by improving their writing skills, their 
attitudes to writing and the theoretical understanding of the writing process.  
 
The 100% score for respondents (S18) and (S11) respectively is evidence enough to 
support that the teaching intervention was a great success. The above mentioned 
respondents were asked the following question: What is it that made you score 100%? The 
following responses were recorded:  
 
“Ndo wana dzothe ngauri ndo vha ndi tshi khou nwala nga zwiambaro  zwi re kha muvhili 
wanga” (S18) 
 
“I got everything (100%) because I was writing about the clothes that I am wearing 
everyday.” (S18) 
 
Another learner responded in the following way: 
 
“Nne ndo wana maraga dza dana (100%) ngauri ndo vha ndi tshi khou nwala nga zwithu 
zwine nda zwi shumisa duvha linwe na linwe. Musi ndo hangwa ipfi kha luimbo, ndi tou 
imba luimbo lwothe u bva mathomoni” 
 
“I got 100% because the test was about items that I used everyday. When I could not 
remember the words that are in the song, I had to start singing the song from its 
beginning.” 
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4.3.2 Reflection 
 
The responses of the adult learners (S18) and (S11) led me to conclude that incorporating 
cultural symbols in the teaching intervention was effective. The performance of one 
respondent (S19) who scored 95% in the pre test and 100% in the post test did not really 
reinforce my main argument that my teaching intervention greatly contributed to the 
change in the respondents’ writing skills, attitudes and theoretical understanding. 
My view about the adult learners’ performance is that she is an intelligent learner whose 
performance could not be solely measured by my teaching intervention.  
 
However, judging from the data emerging from pre- and post-intervention test results, it 
was evident that there was a great shift from 48% to 85% in the average pass rate. The 
intervention thus indicated that the incorporation of cultural symbols in the teaching 
and learning of adult learners was a major contributing agent to eliciting the change 
in the respondents’ writing skills, attitudes and theoretical understanding in their 
writing practice. Although my argument that the incorporation of cultural symbols in the 
teaching of adult learners contributed to the shift from 48% to 85%, the test was a 
repetition. However, it can be stated that the teaching methodology used did not initially 
allow for effective learning, as evidenced by the post-intervention test, but using cultural 
symbols scaffolded the learning and contributed positively to the improvement. My 
argument is that the incorporation of cultural symbols in the teaching of adult learners 
contributed to the shift from 48% to 85%.  
 
A further aspect to consider is that as this intervention consisted of a short 2-day 
workshop, the post-test success could also be subscribed to good short term memory of 
students.  However, I argue that cultural symbols are an important aspect and as such 
should be included in the curriculum of Adult basic education and training to ensure on-
going effective learning.  
 
What follows would be the analysis of the workshop writing intervention.  
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4.4 THE WORKSHOP WRITING INTERVENTION 
  
According to Land and Fotheringham (1999:30), mother tongue literacy learners had to 
endure the worst forms of old fashioned teaching strategies that focused only on what the 
teacher did, with learner performance measured by easy to mark tests. In my view, this 
was an unfortunate approach of teaching literacy to adult learners. I planned a workshop 
writing intervention in order to assist adult learners to demonstrate that they had gained 
useful skills. The workshop was conducted by Noria Mabasa, who is considered an icon in 
Venda culture. 
 
Mabasa started the workshop by showing the adult learners clay figures and sculptures she 
had made. She explained to the adult learners how she processed her artwork. Mabasa 
went on to tell the adult learners how she made money out of the artwork to support her 
family, close relatives and send her two children to school.  As Mabasa facilitated the 
workshop, a lively discussion followed as the adult learners were highly motivated by 
Mabasa’s talk; they even began dominating the discussion. They started talking about all 
the things they could make with their hands, including cultural symbols such as: 
minwenda (Venda women traditional dress), thavhula (towel), vhukunda (bracelet) and 
many more. My main focus of the workshop was to engage the adult learners in the 
discussion. The reason for doing that was to gather adult learners’ knowledge and 
experience. Based their inputs during the workshop, I developed a written exercise that 
was later followed by a test. The test consisted of the following questions: Where does 
Noria Mabasa stay? Is Noria an artist or a sculptor?, mention two things that you are 
talented in?  Which are the four cultural symbols that Mabasa displayed during the 
workshop? Mention four cultural symbols that you can make with your own hands. After 
the test was written, I corrected it and discovered that all adult learners passed the 
workshop writing exercise, displaying a high level of competence. However, what is of 
great interest is the development of the adult learners’ communication skills which now 
included Tshivenda proverbs, idioms and sayings showing a development in their sentence 
construction.  This illustrates that the use of cultural symbols in learning has a major 
impact on adult learning and should be incorporated in ABET learning materials. 
  
It was fascinating to see and hear adult learners locked in a lively discussion with their 
educators, sharing their knowledge and experiences, a resource which previously had not 
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been utilized. I discovered that adult learners were now willing to share their rich 
knowledge of Venda cultural symbols such as proverbs, riddles and idiomatic expressions 
and indigenous knowledge. My observations revealed that adult learners were beginning 
to gain confidence in using their prior knowledge to scaffold the learning of new 
knowledge. This was evidenced by (S18), who said that she would passed the test because 
she was writing about the clothes that she wears daily. This workshop however, also 
highlighted how ABET educators were inexperienced with regard to Venda culture and 
language. What was interesting was the good spirit of the ABET educators to accept that 
they (educators) know very little about Venda cultural symbols. Adult educators, seeing 
the results of the workshop intervention, stated that a workshop was an effective approach 
to engage adult learners in teaching and learning.   
   
4.4.1  Analysis of workshop writing 
 
Twenty-two respondents wrote the assessment test based on the workshop. The average 
pass percentage was 80%, and only two adult learners obtained 40% (S3 and S20). The 
scores of the other twenty adult learners varied between 60% and 100%. Four adult 
learners obtained 60% (S2, S5, S12 and S17). Six adult learners obtained 90% (S7, S8, S9, 
S11 and S16). Five adult learners scored 100% (S6, S13, S14, S19 and S21). In the next 
paragraph, I would analyze the adult learners’ scores with regard to the quality of their 
writing and the level of their understanding in their writing process, however what is most 
important was that the adult learners were motivated to engage in a writing activity and 
consequently their writing (see Appendix K) displays their interest in the content of the 
workshop resulting in effective learning.  
 
The writing of the adult learners during the workshop was of high quality. It was quality 
writing because adult learners also gave examples of their explanation. Adult learners 
responses were detailed and very rich. It was clear that the adult learners understood what 
they were writing about. I want to quote a learner’s response to activity three (3).  
 
“Vho Mabasa ndi muvhumbi na muvhadi wa biko. Azwi mangadzi ngauri vho pfufhiwa 
tshiphuga na mendele wa musuku nga phuresidende Thabo Mbeki (S14). 
 
“Mabasa is an icon of artwork. It is not surprising that she received the highest 
honour and a gold medal from Thabo Mbeki, the president of South Africa.” (S14) 
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The question that was asked in the activity three (3) only wanted a direct response that 
Mabasa is an icon of artwork. But the learner (S14) expanded the response by motivating 
why she had said Mabasa is an icon of artwork. This kind of expansion in the learner’s 
responses showed that there was a high level of understanding amongst the participants.  
 
 
The workshop writing results revealed that ten adult learners scored 100% for the exercise 
they wrote. If these results could be looked at against the results of the post intervention 
test, it could be stated that there was a dramatic shift in their level of performance. I am 
aware that I cannot compare the writing results of the workshop exercise and that of the 
pos-test because the questions were not the same. However, when I read through the two 
written works, I came to the conclusion that the two writings were by far incomparable as 
there had been a dramatic shift in the improvement of the adult learners’ learning. My 
argument is that the workshop writing results improved dramatically because the activities 
were loaded with cultural symbols. Another reason might be that the adult learners were 
motivated by their interaction with Noria Mabasa, an icon of artwork. The latter view was 
echoed by a learner who said the following:  
 
“Nne pfunzo ya namusi yo ntakadza nga maanda. Ndo vha ndi sa zwi divhi uri muthu a 
nga tshila nga u vhada na u vhumba. Vho Noria Mabasa, ndo tou vha vhona nga mato 
anga” (S6). 
 
“Today’s lesson was very interesting. I did not know before that a person could make 
a living out of artwork. I am also happy that I saw Vho-Noria Mabasa with my own 
eyes.” (S6) 
 
4.4.2 Reflection 
 
In summary, the workshop writing activity revealed that adult learners produced quality 
writing and a high level of understanding of the activities that they had written. (S6, S9, 
S14 and S21). A critical feature that I had observed was the change of attitude of the adult 
learners during workshop writing as they displayed eagerness to write their answers after a 
lively discussion. The dramatic shift in learner attitude and motivation suggests that the 
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workshop writing intervention was very effective. One learner expressed it in the 
following way: 
 
“Khuvhangano heyi yo gudisa zwithu zwinzhi. Ndo takadzwa nga maandangauri ndo vha 
ndi tshi khou nwala nga zwivhadwa na zwa u vhumba zwine nda zwi shumisa duvha linwe 
na linwe.” (S18) 
 
“Writing during the workshop had empowered me in many ways. I had enjoyed the 
workshop writing because all the activities were based on cultural symbols that I 
used everyday.” (S18) 
 
This kind of statement can be explained in terms of emancipatory understanding of the 
workshop intervention that the adult learners had developed. Throughout the workshop, 
adult learners began to explore the emancipatory potential of critical thinking in their 
learning.  
 
What would follow in the next paragraph, are the identification of categories.  
 
4.5 IDENTIFICATION OF CATEGORIES  
 
The synthesizing and identification of categories was done after I had read the responses 
over many times. As I read I noted the units of meaning that kept on recurring from the 
respondents. I wrote down key ideas on my discovery sheet based on my understanding of 
the responses and notes. I grouped these key ideas into categories which I wrote down on 
a sheet of paper.  I was then able to place each identified unit of meaning under a category. 
I finally read over all the responses to check if all units of meaning fell under the correct 
categories and that no unit of data had been omitted.  
 
As interviews are an integral part to this study, I want to start by explaining that the 
purpose of the interviews was to gain an understanding of adult learners’ experience and 
attitude with regard to the incorporation of cultural symbols in their learning while 
engaged in ABET. The interview was conducted in Tshivenda because I realized that 
participants would respond with a thorough understanding of questions when using their 
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own language. I transcribed the questions and responses into English to enable a wider 
research community to have access in this information. 
 
I initially allocated each participant a number starting from S3, S6, S14, S17, S19 and S20. 
Educators whom I had interviewed were given numbers 7 and 8. The letter E, which 
stands for educator, preceded the number allocated. In the analysis of the data, I describe 
each question put to the participants, give a general indication of the findings and then 
quote some of the participants’ responses that describe the general feeling of the group. I 
synthesize the data by identifying the categories and discussing them individually.  
 
The categories and their units of meaning are first identified and later each category is 
discussed in detail. Responses from the interviews are included in the discussion of these 
categories. The following categories emerged: 
 
• Conducive teaching and learning atmosphere 
• Learning and teaching resources 
• Interaction amongst clusters of ABET educators and the Department. 
• Cultural symbols in the curriculum. 
 
4.5.1  Conducive  teaching and learning atmosphere 
 
I asked educators what their main challenges were in their teaching and learning 
encounters. In their responses, they mentioned that the teaching and learning environment 
was not conducive because the learners of the host primary school made a lot of noise 
while ABET lessons were on. 
 
“Musi vhana vho lindela zwiendisi zwavho vha ita phosho i si na vhukono.  Vhanwe vha 
no khou swiela na u koropa, vha ita phosho nga madafula na zwidulo zwine vha 
sukumedza. A u tsha kona u pfa na zwine wa khou amba”. (E7) 
 
“When learners were waiting for their public transport, they made a lot of noise. 
Some learners who were sweeping and scrubbing the floor would push and pull desks 
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and chairs to an extent that you would not understand what you were saying 
yourself. ” (E7) 
 
The educators argued that the unavailability of the classes was a factor that led to 
ineffective teaching and learning encounter. ABET classes were scheduled to start at 14:00 
but classes were not available because learners would only leave their classes late due to 
notes that they had to copy from the chalkboard. As a result, ABET teaching usually 
started thirty minutes late. This barrier was not conducive for effective learning and 
teaching. The unavailability of the classes became worse during school holidays when the 
security personnel forgot to come and unlock the school gates and classes. ABET classes 
had to be cancelled and adult learners were asked to go back home.  
 
“Zwikonda nga maanda uri vhaaluwa vha humbule zwe vha funzwa arali vha nga fhedza 
vhege mbili vha songo funzwa” (E8). 
 
“It becomes extremely difficult for adult learners to remember what they were 
taught if they skip one contact session.” (E8) 
 
The educators argued that most of their adult learners arrived at the centre tired because 
they first had to report at different work stations before they attend afternoon lessons. By 
the time they started with their lessons, they were unable to pay attention to what they 
were taught. No sooner had they started to settle down than some of them would start to 
pick up their bags and run for transport. All the factors mentioned above, are not 
favourable for effective teaching and learning. Adult learners also highlighted that the 
atmosphere that was not conducive for effective learning and teaching.  
 
I asked adult learners what the major problems were that affected their performance in 
Adult basic education and training. In their response, they said the following: 
 
“I easily forgot what I was taught in class.” (S3)  
When I arrived in the class, I felt very tired because I first had to go to work and 
later attended my ABET class.” (S17)  
“I do not understand what the educators say because they speak in English.” (S14).  
“I hate to copy notes because I cannot read what I have copied.” (S20)  
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“I hate to write an exercise but I enjoy answering the questions orally.” (S6) 
 
The general feeling of the adult learners was that they were uncomfortable with the basic 
principles of formal schooling such as written exercise and notes taking. The adult learners 
complained about the use of English by their educators. Adult learners wanted their 
educators to speak in Tshivenda which is their mother tongue. Learning materials are 
scarce and the few that are available are written in English. The educators translated 
learning materials from English into Tshivenda. The majority of the adult learners (about 
80%) complained that they easily forgot what they were taught.  
 
All the quotations that I used in this section were used as evidence that the atmosphere at 
this ABET centre was not conducive for effective teaching and learning. In the next 
paragraph, the data pertaining to lack of teaching and learning resources is analysed. 
 
4.5.2 Teaching and learning resources  
 
I asked adult learners to describe how relevant they though the content of their course was 
to their everyday experience. When they responded they said that they were not happy 
with the content of the course. About 90% complained that names of places and examples 
given were foreign to them. For example, Mamelodi in Tswane and Umhlenguville in 
Soweto. However about 10% of the adult learners said that the content was good because 
it enabled them to read and write. 
 
This is what some of them said in support of the above. 
 
“Nne zwa u funziwa ndi a zwipfa  fhedzi vha dina ngauri vha shumisa madzina ane a sivhe 
a Tshivenda, tsumbo dzine vha nea ndi dza Soweto na Mamelodi“  (S20)   
 
“I understand what they are teaching about but my worry is that they do not use 
names of Venda places that I know. Why do they read us stories that are happening 
in Soweto and Mamelodi.” S20) 
 
“Pfunzo yo vha I  tshi do vha yo tea arali vhadededzi vhashu, vha tshi dzhenisa na 
zwidade na ngano dzashu sa vhavenda “ ( S14) 
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“The content of the course would have been relevant if our educators were including 
Venda folklore and home- brewed stories and tales.” (S14) 
 
“Nne a thi tsha lilela zwithu zwinzhi, tshine nda khou toda ndi uri ndi kone u nwala na u 
vhala, zwino ndi vho kona u vhaea na u dzhia tshelede yanga banngani: A si zwavhudi naa 
izwo? “ ( S3) 
 
“I don’t want a lot of things, what I want is to be able to read and write my name. I 
am now able to bank and withdrew money at the bank. Is that not wonderful and a 
great achievement for me?” (S3) 
 
From the above information gathered, it is clear that adult learners wanted to be taught 
using their cultural symbols. Adult learners complained that their learning materials lacked 
their personal and environmental experiences. My argument is that Venda cultural 
symbols should be incorporated into ABET learning and teaching materials to ensure 
effective teaching.  
 
Adult learners argued that literacy was one of the major attribute that they lacked in order 
to unlock the doors of learning and growth. Lack of this skill was evident when I had 
asked the adult learners why they had registered for ABET classes. All of them said that 
they wanted to learn to read and write. Some of the respondents had the following to say: 
  
“I want to be able to read my name. I want to read my salary advice.” (S14). 
“I need to be promoted at work.” (S17) 
“I want to speak English so that I could answer the people who always speak in the 
language I do not understand (English).” (S19). 
 
Educators complained about lack of teaching and learning materials. They said that the 
Department of Education did not supply the reading materials. Instead the Department of 
Education requested educators to translate materials, from English into Tshivenda, which 
is the mother tongue of the adult learners. Educators also said that they gave the adult 
learners a lot of notes to copy down themselves because they had no access to computers 
and photocopying machines. The problem with notes taking was that the majority of adult 
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learners would copy information that they could not read. The educators had said the 
following in support of this complaint:  
  
“Bugu dzine vhaaluwa vha tea u dzi shumisa, dzi swika u lenga. Tshi nodina, dzi vha dzo 
nwalwa nga Tshikhuwa, ra kombetshedzea u vha nwalisa notsi” (E7) 
 
“The Department of Education delivered teaching materials very late. The materials 
are written in English and we had to translate them into Tshivenda and ask adult 
learners to copy a lot of notes.” (E7) 
 
The educators also voiced their concerns that the learning materials did not include the 
heart and soul of adult learners which were resources found within their environment. 
Examples of those resources are anything made out of wood, clay, grass, and animal skins. 
Educator concerns were reflected in their responses when they were asked about Noria 
Mabasa’s workshop. The educators maintained that the workshop was very successful and 
had a dramatic impact on their attitude and methods of teaching adult learners.  
 
This is how they phrased their responses: 
 
“Nne ndo guda uri vhaaluwa ndi vhathu vhane vha to da u guda nga zwithu zwine vha zwi 
shumisa kha vhutshilo havho ha duvha linwe na linwe. Vhaaluwa vha a toda u newa 
tshifhinga tshinzhi tsha u amba mihumbulo yavho.” (E8) 
  
“I have discovered that adult learners wanted to learn about things they know and 
use on their daily basis. Adult learners also demanded a lot of time to voice their 
views.” (E8) 
 
“Musi ndi tshi khou funza vhaaluwa, ndo vha ndi sa vha nei tshifhinga tsha u amba 
vhudipfi havho. Ndo vha ndi tshi fhedza tshifhinga tshinzhi ndi khou ambesa. Vho 
Mabasa, ndo vhona vha tshi amba zwituku ngeno, vhagudiswa vhe vhone vha no khou 
ambesa” (E7) 
 
“While I was teaching my adult learners, I did not give them time to express their 
views. I was used to speaking a lot alone while adult learners were listening. I have 
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discovered that Mabasa did give adult learners a lot of time to express themselves.” 
(E7) 
 
“Musi vho Mabasa vha saathu u funza vho tana zwivhadwa na zwo vhumbiwaho lufherani 
lwothe. U tana honoho, ho takadza vhaaluwa ha dovha ha tutula dzangalelo lavho. Rine ri 
dinwa ngauri a ri na phera hune ranga tana hone tshomedzo dzashu” (E8). 
 
“Before Mabasa started with her lesson, she first exhibited a variety of her artwork. 
The adult learners were impressed by the exhibition. The problem with us is that we 
do not have classrooms of our own. Classes are only available to us after primary 
pupils had left school for home.” (E8) 
 
“Khuvhangano heyi, yo ntsumbedza uri vhaaluwa vha a takalela u vhona ndivho na 
tshenzhemo ine vha vha nayo i tshi dzheniswa kha pfunzo ya ABET. Nyimbo dza 
malende, dze vha vha vha tshi khou imba dzone, dzo vha dzi na mulaedza wa ndeme” 
(E7). 
 
“I have learnt from the workshop that adult learners would like to see their home 
based knowledge and experience to be included in their curriculum. I am saying this 
because, the songs they sang while they danced malende were rich in meaning and 
value. The content of what they write in class should come from their cultural 
heritage.” (E7) 
 
The pattern that I saw emerging from the analysis of data in this section revealed that both 
teaching and learning resources were lacking. My insight was that both the ABET 
educators and adult learners wanted cultural symbols to be included in the ABET 
curriculum because they are always available, should be drawn upon and could add value 
to effective teaching and learning. As a result of lack of learning materials, adult learners 
were asked to copy notes that they would read at home. Copying of the notes was what 
90% of the adult learners said that they hated.  
 
It was revealed in the interviews and the workshop with both the educators and adult 
learners that textbooks were limited. Educators argued that effective teaching was 
negatively affected because teaching materials arrived two months late, well after ABET 
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centres had reopened. Data analysis revealed that teaching time was restricted because 
adult learners wanted and needed content to be repeated more than once in order for them 
to understand it. Educators explained that four hours in two days (14:00 to 16:00 Mondays 
and Tuesdays) was not enough time for learning to take place. The data analysis 
confirmed that adult learners said that they would at least like one full day per week for 
ABET. The following was what some of the adult learners had said.  
 
“Rine ro aluwa, ri a tavhanya u hangwa. Ri tea u newa tshifhinga tshinzhi tsha u funzwa 
uri ri gavhe zwine ra khou vhudzwa” (S14 & S17) 
 
“We easily forget because we are aging. We needed a lot of time for contact session in 
order to remember most of the teachings.” (S14 and S17) 
 
To reinforce the skills and knowledge the adult learners acquired at the centre, ABET 
educators argued that they needed to visit the adult learners’ places of employment. They 
maintained that their visits would assist in them in assessing whether the adult learners’ 
development of literacy was being displayed in the workplace.  
In the next paragraph, interaction amongst cluster of ABET educators and the Department 
is discussed.  
 
4.5.3 Interaction amongst clusters of ABET educators and the Department  
 
Data analysis revealed that there was lack of interaction amongst ABET educators and 
adult learners. During the interviews and workshop, I asked educators if they hold 
meetings with ABET educators from other centres to discuss problems and progress in 
literacy learning area. In their response, they said “No”. However they maintained that 
meeting with other educators would assist in the exchanging of ideas and sharing their 
experiences. However, a major barrier in this regard was the lack of transport to other 
ABET centres which would allow the ABET educators the opportunity to meet and share 
ideas and resources. The educators confirmed that the only time they met their colleagues 
was when they collected teaching materials at the beginning of the year or towards the end 
of the year when they submitted end of the year reports. 
 
Some of their responses were: 
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“Arali ro vha ri tshi tangana, ndi musi dzinwe dza thaidzo dzi tshi do tandululea. Ndi musi 
ri tshi do nekedzana na zwishumiswa, pfunzo ya vhaaluwa ya khwinifhadzea” (E8) 
 
“If educators were to meet and shared some of their problems and solutions, they 
could have made a meaningful contribution to the development of our ABET centres 
especially with regard to sharing of the resources.” (E8) 
 
“Nne sa muthu a si na tshenzhemo kha pfunzo ya vhaaluwa, ndi pfa ndi sa di fhulufheli. 
Arali ra ita ri tshi tangana na vhanwe vhadededzi, ro vha ri tshi do nekena mihumbulo”. 
(E7). 
 
“I am inexperienced to teach adult learners and I lack confidence. My view is that 
holding meetings or workshops together would be key to the solutions of our 
problems in the classroom as well as key to sharing learning and teaching materials.” 
(E7) 
 
“Na vhalanguli vhashu vha tshitiriki a vha vhuyi vha da-vho u tou tolela uri ri khou 
shuma hani kana u tola-vho uri vhaaluwa vha khou guda kha nyimele you tou ita hamiho” 
(E7) 
 
“Our district ABET coordinators do not bother themselves to visit the centre to get 
first hand information concerning the progress made at the centre. They solely rely 
on the reports compiled by the centre coordinator.” (E7) 
 
The information that I had gathered through the interviews and the workshop revealed that 
interaction amongst relevant stakeholders happened on a limited scale. Data analysis 
revealed that there was lack of teamwork within and problems such as lack of textbooks 
and other teaching materials could have been resolved through teamwork. Data also 
confirmed that district coordinators hardly visit ABET centres to give support to ABET 
educators. Information gathered also confirmed that workshops that educators attended 
were less effective because they hardly address problems that they encounter within the 
classroom walls. Educators claimed that the purpose of the workshops was to teach them 
on how to complete claim form for their salaries.  
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I asked the ABET educators if their centre ever discussed the adult learners’ progress with 
their (adult learners) employers. All educators said “not at all” commenting as follows: 
 
“A ri na tshifhinga tsha u tangana na vhatholi vha vhagudiswa ngauri na hune vhanwe 
vhaaluwa vha shuma hone, a ri hu divhi” (E8) 
 
“There is no time to interact with employers of the adult learners. We do not even 
know where some of the adult learners work. “(E8) 
 
“Na musi wa nga zwi funa u vha na vhudavhidzani na vhatoli vha vhaaluwa vhashu, 
tshiendisi tsha u ya  fhethu afho a tshi nga wanali” (E7) 
 
“Even if you might want to discuss the progress made by the adult learners at work 
with regard to the skills they had gained from the centre, transport to visit their 
employers would be a huge barrier.” (E7) 
 
From the analysis of data, a clear pattern developed showing that interaction amongst 
clusters of ABET educators and the Department was seriously lacking. All the respondents 
confirmed that if there was interaction amongst clusters of ABET educators and support 
from the Department, most of the challenges at the Adult Basic Education and Training 
centres would have been resolved. My argument is that if educators at the ABET centres 
interact with one another, share ideas and resources and support each other, effective 
teaching and learning would take place.  
 
In the following paragraph, the use of cultural symbols in the ABET curriculum will be 
discussed.  
 
4.5.4 Cultural symbols in the curriculum 
 
Responses from the interviews and workshop revealed that both the adult learners and 
educators wanted cultural symbols to be included in the ABET curriculum. The cultural 
symbols that the respondents wanted to be incorporated in the learning and teaching 
materials are traditional dances, stories, drama, riddles, proverbs, essays, poetry and other 
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forms of indigenous knowledge systems. Data analysis confirmed that educators hardly 
incorporate adult learners’ life experience in their learning or indigenous knowledge. My 
participant observation also reinforced the fact that cultural symbols were excluded from 
the teaching and learning materials.  
 
When I had asked adult learners if, they would like to see cultural symbols, as listed 
above, included in their learning materials, they all said “Yes”. In some of their responses 
they said the following: 
 
“Mitshino yashu ya sialala la Tshivenda i tea u dzheniswa kha pfunzo ya vhaaluwa. (S20) 
 
“Venda cultural dances had a lot of content that could be incorporated into our 
learning materials.” (S20) 
 
“Vhutsila ha Tshivenda, vhu tea u dzheniswa kha pfunzo ya ABET. Ngano, zwidade, thai 
na mitambo yashu, zwothe zwi na pfunzo khulwane ye ya tshidza Vho-Makhulukuku” 
(S19) 
 
“Venda Indigenous knowledge systems should be included into the ABET 
curriculum. Folklore, riddles, tales and other forms of art and culture of Vhavenda 
people could provide rich and uncontaminated knowledge that had helped our 
ancestors to survive the test of difficult times.” (S19) 
 
All the adult learners I interviewed advocated very strongly that cultural symbols should 
be included in their learning. They argued that cultural symbols would add value to their 
learning by drawing on their creativity and providing originality in the learning 
experiences.  
When I asked educators if they integrate adult learners’ activities with the adult learners’ 
home experience they said “No”. Educators argued that they could not integrate adult 
learners activities with adult learners’ home based experience because what they had to 
teach is strictly structured by the Department.  However, my view is that these ABET 
educators were young and inexperienced and have little knowledge of drawing on cultural 
symbols and using them successfully in their teaching.  
 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
83
Here are some of their views: 
 
“Vhaaluwa musi u tshi vha funza, u tea u funza zwi re kha bugu dzorandelwaho fhedzi. 
Tsumbo dzine wa vha nea, dzi tea u vha dza kha bugu. Wa sa ita ngauralo, vha do feila” 
(E7) 
 
“When you are teaching adults, you should use a prescribed learning materials. Even 
the examples you give, should be more or less the same as those in their prescribed 
books. Otherwise, they would fail the exercises or the test.” (E7) 
 
However, it transpired that ABET educators would like to see resources taken from the 
immediate context and environment of the adult learners and incorporated into their 
learning. Data analysis also revealed that adult learners felt uncomfortable when educators 
read them a story with names that were foreign to them. Adult learners asked educators to 
explain Mamelodi in Tswane and Umhlenguville in Soweto. In my view, these questions 
were a protest to the use of foreign names at the expense of Tshivenda names, reinforcing 
the point that teaching and learning content should be drawn from the learners’ context.  
 
It was revealed the adult learners hated written exercises and taking notes. Adult learners 
publicly stated that they preferred oral presentation which is a key aspect of the Venda’s 
culture and tradition. All forms of Vhavenda’s indigenous knowledge systems were never 
documented in a written form, however it was carried over from one generation to the next 
through oral presentation. Data revealed that adult learners wanted their ABET educators 
to speak in Tshivenda. This language is part of the adult learners’ cultural symbol. The 
importance of a mother tongue language is advocated by Bryam’s words (2004: 420) that 
“mother tongue and culture are closely related because the teaching of mother tongue in 
the initial stages of adult learning is based on the assumption that providing some 
continuity of language experience facilitates the transition from home to mainstream 
formal schooling and is therefore of educational, intellectual and emotional benefit to 
adult learners”.  It transpired from the data analysis that adult learners easily forgot what 
they were taught. My assumption is that they forgot what they were taught because foreign 
cultural symbols were used while they were learning and as a result had not real meaning 
for them. Examples of such foreign symbols were English language and content translated 
from foreign environments. My argument is that cultural symbols would enable adult 
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learners to engage effectively in their learning which in turn provides ‘authentic’ learning 
experiences.  
 
It transpired from the data analysis that adult learners would like to see their life 
experience included in their learning. Furthermore, adult learners suggested that they 
should be awarded marks on what they know and could do with their hands. Data analysis 
had revealed that both educators and adult learners would want to see Venda cultural 
symbols to be incorporated into their ABET curriculum. My insight is that cultural 
symbols drawn from their context would enable both the respondents to be creative and 
original in their teaching and learning encounter. My argument is that cultural symbols 
would add value in the teaching and learning of adult learners and should therefore be 
included in their curriculum.  
 
4.6 SUMMARY 
 
This chapter dealt with data analysis and findings. The chapter has shown that the four 
major findings are the conducive learning and teaching atmosphere, the learning and 
teaching resources, the interaction amongst clusters of ABET educators and the 
Department and cultural symbols in the curriculum of the adult learners. Tiredness by the 
adult learners and unavailability of classrooms created serious challenges to the teaching 
and learning and in addition, the lack of learning and teaching resources, text books and 
supportive teaching materials were the major contributing factors to ineffective learning.  
 
Challenges pertaining to confidence by ABET educators and interaction between clusters 
of ABET educators with support from the Department seemed to be unresolved. A major 
challenge affecting adult learners directly was the exclusion of cultural symbols. Data 
analysis revealed that adult learners were highly motivated by the inclusion of Venda 
cultural symbols their learning.  
 
The next and final chapter encompasses a summary of the study as well as my 
recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
5.1. INTRODUCTION 
 
This research essay set out to investigate what happens to the way adults learn if there is 
an intervention in adult learning using Venda cultural symbols. The purpose of this 
research was to develop cultural symbol awareness in the learning and teaching of adult 
learners while engaged in ABET. This research essay was also set to determine the extent 
to which cultural symbols impact and affect the process of learning and teaching in adult 
learners.  
 
The main points that emerged from my investigation are discussed under the section on a 
reflection on the teaching and workshop intervention.  I also give a reflection on the 
research process.  I summarise of the finding of this study and offer recommendations. 
Finally I give an overview recapitulation of this chapter.  
 
5.1.1. A reflection on the teaching and workshop intervention 
 
My research was undertaken during a three month teaching and workshop intervention at 
the Makwarela ABET C 
entre in July, August and September 2005. In this section, I review the teaching and 
workshop intervention and reflect on the extent to which this research answered the main 
research question (See 1.1.):  What happens if adult learners are exposed to a method of 
teaching that includes cultural symbols as the major form of learning material? 
 
In reflecting on adult learners’ responses to the pre- and post-intervention test, I found it 
useful to refer to Appendix M which detailed the performance of the adult learners. It is 
evident from the test results that the teaching intervention made an impact on the 
performance of the adult learners. Judging from the data elicited from pre- and post-
intervention results, it was shown that there was a significant shift from 48% to 85% in the 
average pass rate. The intervention also indicated that the incorporation of cultural 
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symbols in the teaching and learning of adult learners was an agent of change in their 
writing practice. In the next paragraph I will reflect on the workshop writing intervention.  
  
In reflecting on adult learners’ responses to the workshop writing intervention, I observed 
that the meeting with Noria Mabasa had produced an authentic learning intervention 
which assisted adult learners to achieve high level of understanding in the activities. The 
sharing of their crafts and the discussions surrounding the activity motivated the adult 
learners to produce rich quality writing (see Appendix K, worksheet of learners’ workshop 
writing). A critical feature that I had observed was the active participation of the adult 
learners in their learning and they were enthusiastic and motivated to record what they had 
learnt in writing through the medium of Tshivenda. Taylor et al. (2000) and Knowles 
(1989) explain that adults need to see immediate tangible and practical results to what they 
are learning. This dramatic shift in adult learners’enthusiasim in their learning was 
evidence enough to support that the workshop writing intervention was very effective.  
       
5.1.2 Reflecting on the research process  
 
There were a number of limitations on the research process that I had identified. For 
example: 
 
• The teaching and workshop intervention was limited to a seven week period instead of 
eight week period due to unavailability of the class (see: 4.5.4.1.) As a consequence, 
the data reflected short term shifts and changes in adult learners’ attitude towards 
writing and their writing practice. My view is that a longer study is needed to establish 
whether shifts and changes were of a permanent nature.  
 
• The theoretical scope of the teaching and workshop intervention was limited. The 
teaching intervention was limited to three written exercises while the workshop was 
limited to two exercises. 
 
Further work needed to be done to extend the range of theoretical issues and to explore the 
implications thereafter. For example, I would like to observe adult learners writing a 
promotional examination and finally correct their worksheets to ascertain the extent of 
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shifts and changes in their writing. In the next paragraph, I would like to reflect on the 
findings of the research project.  
 
5.2. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 
It was found that: 
 
• Cultural symbols were seriously lacking in the learning and teaching materials of 
ABET adult learners (e.g. Tshivenda language, drama, poetry, tales, folklore, 
dances, songs and other forms of indigenous knowledge systems). 
• Adult learners’ performance dramatically improved when learning materials were 
incorporated with cultural symbols. 
• Teaching and workshop interventions had made a significant change in the 
performance of the adult learners. 
• Borrowing is a learning strategy that adult learners enjoy and usually use in their 
learning and teaching transaction. 
• Adult learners needed extra support in their quest to acquire knowledge, skills, 
values and attitudes. 
• There was a lack of interaction between educators and district ABET coordinators. 
• There was lack of Tshivenda language and culture in the resource materials (e.g. 
textbooks) and support materials (e.g. learning guides). 
 
5.3. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
 
Finding emerging from the data analysis are discussed below: 
 
5.3.1. Cultural symbols 
 
My findings from the research study were that cultural symbols were lacking in the 
learning and teaching materials. My findings were confirmed by Beane, who states: 
 
 Culture can serve as a framework for rethinking some of our curricular 
confusion and ambivalence. It can be the whole that unifies and connects the 
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context of the curriculum. As culture moves to the foreground, the boundaries 
between the schools, the lives of the adult learners and larger society become 
blurred (1995: 75) 
 
From the above quotation, Beane, argued that if knowledge and skills are merged arts of 
the whole person. My argument is that cultural symbols should be embedded in the ABET 
curriculum in order to make sure that the identification of the adult learners was 
inseparable from the curriculum that they learn. My findings were also confirmed by 
Markkanen and Schroder (1997: 506), who argued that storytelling was part of people’s 
daily lives and provided a natural environment from teaching language and literacy. My 
argument is that storytelling should be included in the ABET curriculum because adult 
learners enjoy it and families for generations have told stories to entertain, express hopes 
and fears, instil values and pass on family traditions.  
 
5.3.2 Teaching and workshop interventions 
 
Pre- and post-teaching intervention assessment tests that I had conducted supported my 
assumption that cultural symbols would improve the learning and teaching of adult 
learners. However, adults learn for various reasons, including as a means of addressing 
problems, challenges or needs arising from their life roles (Gravett, 2001:10).  Therefore it 
is important that adult learners are involved in identifying their learning needs, which 
ultimately inform the learning content to be taught. The workshop intervention exercise 
thus confirmed that inclusion of cultural symbols in the learning and teaching of adult 
learners enhanced their creativity and originality and addressed their learning needs.  
According to Taylor et al. (2000) and Knowles (1989), if adults do not see immediate 
tangible and practical results to what they are learning, they will mentally tune out.  The 
educational implication of this is that learner’s attention should be drawn to the 
application value of the learning content in their life-worlds (Gravett, 2001:15).  That can 
be done by engaging them in the intended learning activity, and by utilization examples 
drawn from their daily life activities as with the inclusion of Venda cultural symbols.  
 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
89
5.3.3 Borrowing as a learning strategy 
 
My findings were that adult learners enjoyed and usually used borrowing as a learning 
strategy introducing new words from another language into their own (Tshivenda) to fill 
the gap and accommodate new concepts brought about by “acculturation and 
technicalization” (Crystal, 1991:41). This was confirmed by data gathered when adult 
learners were engaged in the workshop intervention where adult learners “borrowed” 
words to fill the gap created because a specific concept was non-existent in the receptor 
language for example: Dzhemeni (in Tshivenda) for Germany, Biritheini (in Tshivenda) 
for Britain and Khomputha (in Tshivenda) for Computer.  
 
As previously discussed in the literature review three types of borrowing are commonly 
used in an adult learners’ class, namely: coinage, adaptation and adoption (Mathumba, 
2002:13). Borrowing thus should be seen as a strategy to facilitate effective 
communication particularly with the increasing modernisation of our culture taking into 
account economic, social and politically globalization terminologies such as inflation, 
AIDS and democracy (Mathumba, 2002:14) that tend to impact on the continual 
development of a language such as Tshivenda.  
 
My argument is that borrowing as a learning style for adult learners should be accepted 
and incorporated into ABET curriculum. 
 
5.3.4 Extra support for adult learners 
 
My findings were that adult learners needed extra support by their community members in 
order to realize their full potential of gaining knowledge, developing skills, reinforcing 
their cultural values and developing a positive self-attitude. I have argued that for 
community members to be able to give support to adult learners, cultural symbols should 
be part of the learning curriculum. My view was supported by MacDonald (1991: 29-30) 
who argued that a thorough first language course gets adult learners off to a good start in 
education. Macdonald went further to say that language and culture provide a bridge 
between adult learners’ home and the demands to the new environment of the school. My 
argument is that adult learners need to be given extra support in order to reach their full 
potential.  
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5.3.5 Lack of Tshivenda language and culture in textbooks and learning guides  
 
My data analysis supported the view that textbooks and learning guides lacked Tshivenda 
language and culture. Kramsch (2000:3) argued that there was a relationship between 
language and culture because the people view their language as a symbol of their social 
identity. He maintained that the prohibition of a language use is often perceived by its 
speakers as a rejection of their social group and their culture. This literature reinforces my 
findings that language and culture should be incorporated into the ABET curriculum. 
 
In the next paragraph, my recommendations emerging from this study, are offered. 
 
5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
An adult basic education and training centre should be established where adult learners 
and educators would have unhindered access. A centre of this nature would enable 
educators to avail themselves from 08:00 until 16:00 on week days. Such an atmosphere 
would enable effective teaching and learning not only in literacy, numeracy and lifeskills, 
but could be used as a centre to develop many crafts and skills and provide an avenue for 
the unemployed to become skilled.  
 
The establishment of an ABET centre in Venda would not be a problem because there are 
buildings with a complete infrastructure that remain unused.  
 
Adult learners should be given one full day for class attendance instead of two days where 
they start from 14:00 until 16:00. Data analysis had revealed that four hours in two days 
was insufficient. If one full day is given, adult learners and ABET educators would have 
eight hours of being together.  
 
In-service training should be established to assist ABET educators with competent skills to 
teach adult learners. My data analysis revealed that educators confirmed that they lacked 
appropriate experience to work with adult learners.  
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There should be collaboration between all those involved in the education of adult 
learners. My findings confirmed that there was little coordination between ABET 
educators and their district coordinators and the Department. If this collaboration is 
established and sustained, effective learning and teaching would prevail in ABET centres. 
 
Adult basic education and training should incorporate cultural symbols that would 
stimulate adult learners’ critical thinking, creativity and originality. The use of culture 
both liberates people from oblivion, anonymity, and the randomness of nature and 
constrains them and imposing on them a structure and principles of selection.  
 
5.5 GENERAL CONCLUSION 
 
This study set out to discover what would happen with regard to the way adults learn if 
there is an intervention in their learning and teaching using Venda cultural symbols.  
 
The research showed that the teaching and workshop intervention contributed significantly 
towards the changes in adult learners’ attitude, practices and understanding of writing.  
 
The aim of introducing cultural symbols in the learning and teaching of adult learners was 
to investigate any change in their attitude and understanding of the writing process. Data 
analysis revealed a dramatic change of attitude and a deep understanding of the writing 
practice.  
 
It would be unrealistic to expect adult learners to permanently change their position about 
writing after such a short intervention. Despite the gains that were made with regard to 
shifts in their attitude, practice and understanding of writing, the intervention should be 
regarded as the beginning of a much longer and more encompassing process. 
 
It is hoped that these findings and recommendations will highlight sufficiently how adult 
learners should be managed in their classrooms, and help to improve the situation to 
benefit everybody in the ABET sector.   
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IN ADULT LEARNING AND TEACHING 
VIDEO CASSETT SUMMARY 
 
The video starts by showing pictures of Vho Noria Muelelwa Mabasa, while she received 
medals honouring her artwork from President Thabo Mbeki at the Union building in 
Pretoria. The music that is heard on the background is a song of “malende”, a Venda 
traditional dancing song, sung by the learners at Makwarela ABET Centre. 
 
The following song is literally translated from Tshivenda into English:- 
 
“We are proud of ABET education” 
Our teachers are good and caring 
 
They know our limitation in learning 
We were shy when we first came here 
We could not read of write 
Now we can, now we can! 
 
Some people are jealous of our achievements 
They laughed at us when we register 
Now we can read and write 
We can bank and withdraw out money 
We can write letters 
We are able to help our children 
With their homework 
We are proud of ABET education. 
 
After the song, Thanyani, the researcher, is seen motivating adult learners. He tells them 
that they too have great potential and a talent for singing and dancing. He goes further to 
introduce Noria Mabasa, an icon of artwork who is making a living out of her artwork. 
 
Noria Mabasa is seen addressing adult learners.  As she speaks, ABET educators are seen 
showing learners the art books.  Mabasa starts by telling the adult learners her brief life-
history. 
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She tells learners that she was born into a large family.  Her father did not want her to go 
to school.  However, she went to school and passed Standard A (Grade 1).  She attended 
Standard B (Grade 2) for 3 months.  Her father wanted her to look after the cattle and 
goats.  If she was not looking after the cattle, she had to be tilling the soil in the fields.  
Mabasa tells the learners how her talent for artwork was realized. 
 
Mabasa explains that the talent in artwork emerged through dreams.  She was asleep when 
she dreamt of a very old woman who commanded her to wake up.  She accompanied this 
woman to the river.  At the river, the woman ordered her to dig a pile of clay.  This 
woman taught her how to mould different figures.  Thereafter, the woman took her to a 
sacred place where she showed her amazing artwork.  Mabasa explained that at first she 
hated everything she was told by this elderly woman.  She refused to obey the orders.  
When she woke up, it was just a dream.  Mabasa was a big girl ready to get married. 
 
Mabasa explains that she married in 1965.  Immediately after her marriage, she fell ill for 
six years.  The husband returned her to her home.  While she was at home, the same dream 
troubled her again.  In her dream, she heard an elderly woman telling her to visit her aunt 
so that appropriate family rituals could be performed.  Family rituals were done and she 
was healed.  Thereafter, she started with her artwork. 
 
The clay figures and sculptures she had made were bought by the Venda government 
officials.  Her artwork was soon sold to tourists at the Venda Sun Hotel.  She explained 
that she started making good money.  Out of the money she got, she supported her family 
and close relatives.  She also sent her two children to school. 
 
In 1979, Mabasa started exhibiting her artwork at the Venda National show where she 
won gold medals on all the artwork she had exhibited.  Her artwork is today displayed in 
both national and international museums.  She has toured the following countries : France, 
Belguim, Germany, Britain and Switzerland. 
 
Mabasa concluded her motivational talk by telling adult learners that they too could 
achieve more than she had achieved if they nurtured their talents. 
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After her motivational talk, learners asked her many questions.  She answered them.  
ABET educators also asked her questions pertaining to artwork skills development. 
 
The researcher asked learners to write an exercise based on Mabasa’s workshop.  The 
following were the questions : 
1. Where does Noria Mabasa stay? 
2. Give a brief life-history of Mabasa. 
3. Is Noria Mabasa an artist or a sculptor? 
4. Mention two things that you are talented in? 
5. Mention four Venda cultural symbols that Mabasa displayed during the workshop. 
 
When the learners finished writing their exercise, they dance the “malende”.  ABET 
educators also join the dance.  It was clear the educators knew very little about the dance. 
 
There are Venda cultural symbols to be observed before a person dance the “malende”.  
First a person should kneel down, put her hands together and show respect to the audience.  
The climax of the dance is reached when the performer touched the hearts of the audience.  
The audience will ululate and clap their hands. 
 
After the dance, the researcher is seen teaching the learners how to write words from a 
famous song called “Polito”.  The majority of the learners knew the song yet they couldn’t 
write the words out of the song.  Learners were encouraged to write words on the 
chalkboard. 
 
Mrs Ratshilavhi, an educator, explained her experience with the learners at the ABET 
centre.  She explained that the lessons start at 14.00 until 16.00. She explained that the two 
hours were too short to assist learners to practise writing skills.  The lessons were planned 
to start at 13.00 until 16.00.  However, they could not start at that time because primary 
school learners had to finish their classes at 13.30. 
 
However, she commended the learners for their dedication and commitment in the 
learning activities.  After Mrs Ratshilavhi, two of the learners were also given time to 
share their experiences.  The first to speak was Vho-Joyce Nemathaga. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________
The Value of Cultural Symbols in Adult Learning Materials                                                       May 2006 
118
Mrs Nemathaga explained that she joined the ABET classes due to embarrassment she 
suffered at the bank.  One day, she went to the bank to withdraw money.  She asked the 
bank employee to fill in the withdrawal slip for her but the bank employee stated that a 
well-dressed lady like her should be able to write.  The employee refused because she 
thought Nemathaga could write for herself.  The next person who spoke of her experiences 
was Vho-Nditsheni Mahodze. 
 
Vho-Nditsheni Mahodze explained that she felt very proud of her achievement at the 
centre.  She could write and read on her own.  She assisted her children with their 
schoolwork.  Vho-Mahodze concluded by thanking her educators. 
 
Towards the end, Mrs Ratshilavhi, rendered a vote of thanks.  She thanked Mrs Mabasa 
for her intervention in the workshop.  She also thanked learners who revealed their talents 
in dancing.  Mrs Ratshilavhi thanked Vho-Simon, who was the best dancer.  She explained 
that she did not know that Vho-Simon had such a talent.  By nature, Vho-Simon is a quiet 
person who hardly speaks in class.  (Simon was a man wearing a blue shirt and brown 
trousers) 
 
The video cassette closes as the adult learners dance the “malende”. 
 
 
